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To Hamza—
from an early age, you had an ear open for
distinct perspectives. From you, I learned how to listen better.



CHARACTERS
Upper Earth
AEON FREELUND—Raisa’s father, the chief guardian of the Council of Guardians
ALIGN—Alliance Liberté of Independent Guardian Nations, a governmental confederation made up of Upper Earth and the lands known as the Bridge, with decisions made through a seventeen-member Council of Guardians
DAME KIZUWANDA MCCOY—a sought-after garment engineer of Upper Earth
RAISA FREELUND—daughter of the chief guardian of the Council of Guardians
The Bridge
SUMR ALMARADY—Raisa’s mother, resident of the Bridge, born on Lower Earth
Lower Earth
GAUIS VERG—the amir of Lower Earth
JANSU—a member of the Ahraar
KHALDA JENIN—sole remaining member of a record-keeping family; her family and all other record-keepers were murdered on orders from Lein’s father, Gauis
LEIN VERG—son of the amir of Lower Earth, soon to be confirmed a guardian on the council
MURRABI HASUF/THE TANGLED SERVANT/HASUF MUKHTAR—an advisor to the former amira of Lower Earth, went into hiding after the amira was killed
NADA VERG—Lein’s cousin, granddaughter of the former amira of Lower Earth, imprisoned at twelve
NAYF VERG—Nada’s twin brother, imprisoned at twelve
NUSHBA CHEMALK—the former amira of Lower Earth, now deceased
SALWE—Nada’s mentor/trainer in prison
THE AHRAAR—a group calling for revolution on Lower Earth to disrupt and cease the hold of Upper Earth/ALIGN
Underground
EYAS—a child formerly enslaved in a bird shop, cannot speak
MUSAID HABIB—Lein’s personal pilot, from an Underground family, taken in as a child by the amira of Lower Earth when his parents died in an explosion
SAQRI—Nada and Nayf’s nanny, Eyas’s grandmother








I swear to you that I am the record-keeper of the second revolution, one of the seven who sought refuge in the cave.
My deepest hope is that you’re reading this when there is no longer peace in the world.
The following is a compilation of records written from individual memories and independently stored caches, told to those trusted, or collected by other firsthand means. They are recorded in past tense and third person, except from the one who was not of us, who preferred keeping her account distinct.
And except an entry from one of our own—before she left us.
I have also included select communications from the governmental organization ALIGN.
I’ve been told that I am the last remaining record-keeper on Earth.
This cannot be.
Join me.
Expose. Disrupt.
Resist.



Part One

















3rd Day of the Month of Graze
UPPER EARTH
GREGORIAN YEAR 2153
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
HOW WE MET
For the future of our world, he has to fall in love with me. But at the party Papa orchestrated for this to occur, Lein has yet to glance my way.
Lein didn’t even look at me when we were first introduced, pride swelling Papa’s voice. “My daughter, Raisa. Raisa, may I present to you Crown Prince Lein, soon to be a guardian representing Lower Earth.”
With his hand firmly clasped in my father’s, Lein merely nodded at Papa’s announcement and then moved on—to shake hands with the other men in the receiving line, to lift the hands of the other women to his bent forehead, ever a model of perfect Upper Earth customs despite his Lower Earth upbringing.
For the rest of the evening, my eyes trail him. I can’t help it. Papa prepped me for this introduction for months: I read the dossiers on Lein transferred by Alet, Papa’s assistant; I practiced the scripts Alet composed, full of warmth and wit, in attempts to win Lein over, in attempts to overcome my supposed aloofness when meeting new people. The latter task was hard work, to be truthful.
For ALIGN’s sake, I even deigned to dress in Lein’s favorite color.
But I’m left nursing an unsipped drink, wearing what Dame Kizuwanda assured me was a gorgeous dark emerald dress, standing at the outskirts of the party alongside whoever makes their way to me, my eyes darting to find Lein again and again as he flits about the hall, laughing with some, speaking low and serious, head bent, with others.
I locate him easily every time he pauses to scan the room before moving on with purposeful long strides to work another corner of the Visionaries Ballroom, built in the stuffy baroque style of centuries past.
Never, in any of those sweeping scans, does his gaze register my presence in the slightest.
“Raisa, you’re not listening.” Suzume tilts her head—I can’t tell if it’s to check the left side of my forehead, to see whether my link is activated, or if it’s in judgment. “It’s a scalplink-off event.”
“I’m not knitted.” I hide the unease in my voice—access to the information a scalplink provides would make this event easier to navigate. But our social events are increasingly scalplink-free to encourage stronger connections between us. I don’t bother to tilt my own head to prove to Suzume that my link is idle.
She holds back a laugh. “I was hardly suggesting you were.”
“You were talking about pomegranates.”
“Did you notice the lack? No trace of pom in our drinks, no pom molasses dip for the amuse-bouche. How can this be the status at the Autumn’s Eve Gala? All the guardians are here, and not just the Uppers.” She leans over to whisper, the long trails of tiny diamonds on her scalplink falling over one eye like shimmery bangs. “Even the new guardian of Lower Earth is here. If the council itself and their guests cannot be provided with offerings from the best of the harvest, what does that mean for the rest of us.” She ends in her typical way of speaking, a question uttered flatly, unquestioningly.
I nod, keeping my opinions to myself. Suzume is my closest companion—I would never say confidante—and she knows better than to ask such questions with any note of inquiry.
She knows that as I’m the chief guardian’s daughter, I likely know the reasons behind every decision made for this gathering and any others organized by the guardians. Perhaps she’s waiting for me to slip up and reveal a small kernel of truth. But I only reveal what my father tells me to, intentionally planted seeds of information—or misinformation—that strategically spread from Suzume through the upper echelons of our society.
I absolutely know that our carefully managed Upper Earth existence will only last, at most, twenty more years, that the future of the Bridge, the land mass on Lower Earth that we’re connected to, is projected to be even shorter—perhaps a decade. That all the years of working to establish peace and safety on the remnants of our planet after the Great Catastrophe are being undone by the latest agitations by the brutes of Lower Earth, which have been growing in severity and violence in the last ten years.
Our food security is under the greatest threat at the moment as the brutes double their efforts to disrupt the flow of goods from Lower Earth farms to the Bridge processing plants and launch sites, gleefully seizing on this horrendous way to hurt us.
Crown Prince Lein’s father, Amir Gauis, not at the gala, governs Lower Earth but with increasing ineffectiveness. After a short period of iron-fisted rule when the agricultural and mining operations were in full swing, he gradually lost hold of the small towns and villages of Lower Earth. Forget about the mission to track and control the brutes—that fell to us in Upper Earth and the Bridge, to our commissaries, our experts, our spies. A drunkard and womanizer, the dossier on the palace revealed, Amir Gauis lives in a constant state of stupor, only revived by the periodic smuggling of new women into the palace or his excursions to visit the bride markets. His rulership, once seen as a hopeful replacement of the previous leader, is now a security threat to ALIGN. Resources and support must be shifted to his son, Lein, who by all accounts is more sophisticated in both lifestyle choices and world views.
The sophisticated Lein is now laughing at something Moineau just shared, her porcelain-smooth face upturned to his own olive-tinted one. He appears taken by her, which isn’t surprising.
She’s a tiny thing, aptly named “sparrow” in French, one of the three languages of Upper Earth. She tells everyone she meets everything in her brain, which is often filled with quite fanciful observations connecting the happenings around her with something she just read. She reads a lot. I wonder if her scalplink, dressed up tonight in stems of gold reaching to the center of her forehead, is idle now, or whether it’s offering facts to share with a rapt-faced Lein.
I recall what I read this morning: Lein has great respect for the accruement of knowledge. He believes in access to information for all. He is committed to the importance of knitting the population of Lower Earth into the streams of civilizational scholarship ALIGN has preserved. He believes in the immediate implementation of the Enlightenment Project.
“He doesn’t appear to have Lower Earth ways, that’s certain.” Suzume is also observing Lein now, as he continues to bestow Moineau with amused attention. “I would have sworn he grew up here with us. His manners are beyond reproach.”
We watch Lein’s face—dark eyes under dark groomed eyebrows, a straight nose, and a wide mouth that bursts into smiles just as easily as it closes into a thoughtful line, framed by an impeccable jawline and a high brow—transform as he leans closer to Moineau. She puts a hand on his arm and says something into his ear earnestly, at which he draws away to indulge her with a beautiful smile. Even from across the room, I can read what his lips say in response: “I’ll keep your secret, not to worry.”
Moineau is also wearing green, but hers is a short, sleeveless, simple sheath that emphasizes her ingenuousness. It’s not like the long fulsome gown I’m wearing on my tall frame. The dossier suggested Lower Earth men prefer outward modesty.
Moineau may beg to differ with the dossier.
I suddenly feel stuffy. My gown had felt elegant at first but now feels overdone.
A gaudy ornament hung among refined jewels.
The familiar fear washes over me again: I am a pretender in this world.
I leave the cheery sounds of tinkling glasses being lifted from or set back on serving trays, lilting laughter, buoyant conversations, the full orchestra providing a symphonic background to it all, and find my way to the Hall of History, quiet and dead.
Unknitted, I feel the panic coming on: I’m failing at Papa’s assignment, failing at securing our future. Simply failing, like I always seem to do.



From my earliest memory, I knew I was different, and those differences were shortcomings on Upper Earth. Though I tried to mimic the other kids as much as possible, my efforts were to no avail.
I couldn’t ever achieve their sunny, even-keeled dispositions. I couldn’t ever accept the losses that came my way without throwing a tantrum, without bursting into tears and descending into depressive episodes, without acting out my frustrations.
I cannot lie and say my peers rejected me; that wasn’t true. They loved me through my maladjustments—but not because they were saints, nor because I was lovable.
It was because of my mother. Hers was the first precentenarian-term death recorded in Upper Earth files, having died at thirty-three, when I was nine years old. No one else here has had anyone die so early in their families.
I sit now on the sole bench, a round orange one, in the middle of the Hall of History and activate my scalplink with three rapid blinks. The bare gray walls come to life, and I flick my fingers in the air to find the beginnings of recent history. I zoom in on the part of Earth called the Bridge, the inhabitants of which joined an alliance with Upper Earth ten years ago.
When I was nine and my mother was thirty-three.
I watch the explosion with morbid and philosophical fascination—how can anyone extinguish human life without a second thought?
My mother was killed by the brutes who took the air carrier she was in hostage, as a way to disrupt the merger of the Bridge and Upper Earth, to prevent ALIGN from growing. I’d already gone up to Upper Earth with Papa, while my mother had stayed behind to help with the process of knitting Bridge residents into our systems. They blew her up on her way to join us.
My scalplink, attuned to my bewilderment on this topic, feeds me background by providing the brutes’ ethos: The brutes despise our way of life. They detest our freedoms. They fear the equality of men and women, and they reject the fraternity of all people. They despise ALIGN.
I wonder if this is where the seed of my disturbance was planted: in the story of my mother’s death. Papa said the brutes were angry because they believed my mother was a traitor: Since she was born into a family on Lower Earth, her work to increase the scope of ALIGN was a betrayal.
I also wonder if my temperament is because I’m not purely of Upper Earth, like Papa is, like most everyone around me is. Because I am of Lower Earth too.
Because working extra hard to show up with the “natural elegance” expected of me is exhausting, and sometimes I just can’t do it any longer.
But those wonderings are surface ones.
I turn off my scalplink and slide it off my head completely, feeling my jaw slacken as the probe loosens its connection to my left temple. Cradled in my hands, the green jewels Dame Kizuwanda clipped onto my link for the event sparkle in the recessed lights running along the edges of the ceiling.
The truth is something I can reflect on only with my scalplink off, in case Papa sees the extent of my anguish. He often checks in on my emotional state if I’m knitted.
He can’t know.
He might not trust me again with the tasks he assigns me, tasks that affirm his belief in me, that affirm he doesn’t hold me responsible in any way for—
I’m a mess inside because my mother died because of me.
She was meant to stay longer, finish her mission on the Bridge, wait to board a heavily fortified carrier from the Council of Guardians, but because I’d cried every passing day, begging for her to join us in Upper Earth, which was then a strange new world for me, she left earlier.
She died in compliance of my yearning for her.
She no longer lives because I couldn’t live without her.



But I must remember I still have Papa.
And Papa has a plan: Once Lein agrees to a strategic marriage with me, Raisa, daughter of Aeon, the chief guardian of the Council of Guardians of ALIGN, a child of both Earths, we will tour Lower Earth to celebrate our wedding and to usher in Enlightenment, the process of transferring the knowledge streams into the inhabitants below via scalplinks.
The final hope for peace: the rest of humanity knitted into the ALIGN system willingly.
Since my mother’s death, this has become my primary fascination, the focus of my life: I want to finish my mother’s work for peace—the work I cut short with my cries for her.
The first step toward my goal is through Lein’s heart.
Birdsong floats from the Visionaries Ballroom, announcing dinner. Recorded birdsong, as, while many bird species survived the Great Catastrophe, there are none that could live so high on Upper Earth—though numerous attempts were and are still made to bring them up here. People buy them in cages from the Grand Market on Lower Earth in hopes they’ll be the lucky ones to keep them alive.
But they all end up dying eventually. And our scientists have never been able to breed them in the atmosphere artificially engineered to sustain us and our other pets.
Birds flying free are the only things we miss in Upper Earth, and so everything avian is highly prized.
As the chirps from the ballroom die down, I slide my scalplink on and activate it, a momentary but necessary rebellion, and brace myself for the zing of conduction, the probe rejoining my mind. It always takes a few seconds to get used to the linking pressure, but as soon as it happens, my spirit lifts as it reconnects me to the world.
Back on, I quickly switch my scalplink to mirrormode and look at myself on the wall across from me in the Hall of History while knitting into the palace dossier to prepare myself to be in Lein’s vicinity again at dinner.
Lein likes petite and fair women. His last love interest, Clure, had blond hair and blue eyes, a small nose, and a rosebud mouth. He would have made her his partner if it weren’t for the fact she was a castoff from one of his father’s bride-market purchases. He understands the peril this brings, to introduce instability into his bloodline, as his constituents in Lower Earth would see it. He is aware of the need for a propitious match.
My skin is brown; my mouth is full; my nose is long; my stature is tall and healthy. I look like my mother, and I won’t apologize for it. I straighten and blink thrice to flick my scalplink idle before making my way to dinner.



I sit across from the eldest Upper Earth guardian on the council, Wilfred, 120 years old. On the way in, I saw a switch had taken place—instead of my nameplate, the charming Moineau’s now sits across from Lein’s spot.
I can’t imagine poised Moineau doing such a thing—it must have been Lein, completely besotted by her, so I ponder taking a moment to turn my scalplink to thinkmode to record the failure to secure this evening’s goal. Perhaps if Papa knows the loss of this opportunity early, we can try some sort of intervention before dessert.
I glance to the head of the lengthy table, where Papa presides, with the head guardian of the Bridge at his right arm. After him, the other Bridge guardians are seated in order of importance. Papa’s hair whitened when my mother died, and now it hangs neatly combed back from his head, falling slightly wavy to his shoulder. His beard, similarly white, is trim and edged precisely. He sees me and smiles encouragingly, blue eyes crinkling at the edges like they always do the moment they land on me. I smile back but look away quickly, afraid to reveal too much in front of guests.
Maybe I should have saved my thoughts; the way I broke Papa’s gaze just now, he’s sure to check my thinkmode stream immediately to see what I’m upset about. He can’t stand to see me hurt. He often reminds me, Always record your feelings in thinkmode so you can be helped to feel optimally at all times. We don’t need to waste time on unproductive emotions.
Lein is standing, tucking in his dining chair.
He makes his way behind the line of diners sitting, chatting, preparing themselves happily—flicking out napkins, straightening cutlery—for the arrival of the first course. I don’t care that I’m staring keenly. Maybe even shamelessly. I might make a bad spy, but I will never lose sight of someone I’m trailing.
He stops behind Wilfred’s chair. He bends and whispers a few words into the old man’s ear.
Wilfred gets up from his seat, holding his nameplate.
Lein sets his nameplate down.
Across from mine.
Then he finally looks me right in the eyes. Smiles a smile I haven’t seen yet at this party.
“At long last, I get to have some time with you,” he says, his voice thrillingly low and smooth, superb, in a tone that seems made only for me. “I’ve been waiting for this moment all night, Raisa.”















6th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
AT THE TOWER OF BONES
Musaid descended the decommissioned escalator to Atlantis, the subterranean apartments where his aunt still lived, where he had lived as a child. It had been a few weeks since he’d promised to come by for a visit, and he never liked to let his sole remaining family down.
Especially since any day now, he’d be flying to Upper Earth to bring Lein’s fiancée to Lower Earth for the Enlightenment Tour. The hangar would be busy from then on, and he wasn’t sure he’d be returning to his old neighborhood any time soon.
He took his air filter mask off when he neared the lobby landing of the former mid-rise building—which opened to the stairways that accessed each subsurface story full of apartments—and as various food scents assaulted his nose, his mind immediately went to his new clothes. He cringed, remembering his earlier excitement at the possibility that Aunt Patma had made his favorite, a layered rice dish called mujda; now he was worried about the smell.
He wasn’t sure how his sleek dark gray suit with conductive trimming on the front yoke and shoulders would react to the odors—would it absorb the cooking smells wafting their way into the gritty halls that led to Aunt Patma’s?
After this visit, and a visit to the cemetery, Musaid’s last stop today would be the hangar. Tiller, his Upper Earth supervisor, would be there, and he’d expect his new recruit to be completely presentable.
A month ago, right after he’d been hired as an air carrier pilot for the palace, Musaid had donated his old clothes to the largest charity landfill in Verg, a few blocks from Atlantis.
Then he’d gotten a new wardrobe consisting of only three outfits, and each cost more than all of his former clothes put together.
He’d been saving for years to switch to purform clothing.
Securing the job he’d dreamed of since his parental guardian, Nene Nushba, had taken his nine-year-old self up into the sky with her on a quick trip to Upper Earth was the impetus for the splurge to change his look.
Now he glimpsed himself in a reflection of the rusted mirrors that lined the hallways of the sunken former mid-rise, and a sense of accomplishment turned his walk into a swagger.
On that trip with Nene Nushba to Upper Earth, other than the way their entire physical world looked different, he’d also noticed something strange about the Upper Earthers’ appearances, but he couldn’t put a finger on it. It wasn’t their skins or hair textures—they were as diverse as the people of Lower Earth and the Bridge.
Later the same month as that impressive flight, he’d observed dignitaries from ALIGN visiting the palace and been further confused as to what made them stand out so much, what made them seem more regal than even Nene Nushba, the leader of Lower Earth before Amir Gauis, herself.
Finally, when the guardians and palace officials assembled to smile for a recording on the negotiations underway for Lower Earth’s agreements with ALIGN, it struck Musaid what made them look exceptional.
It was their clothes.
The people from the ALIGN nations of Upper Earth and the Bridge wore simple clothes, subdued shades—usually in one color. Their clothes didn’t overflow or hang and weren’t layered haphazardly as though they were thrown together without thought, nor were they loud or embellished with countless designs. Each outfit looked well put together, efficient, and effective as protection against the elements, so volatile on Lower Earth.
A few short years later, he’d learned why, even in the harshest of winters, when the temperature in Verg hit freezing point, ALIGNers still wore simple, trim clothes and not the heavy coats nor the bundles of layers like those Lower Earthers who couldn’t afford to purchase coats did.
There they were, the people from Upper Earth, in their streamlined outfits, while even Nene Nushba, the most powerful person on Lower Earth, strolled among them in a thick coat.
ALIGN clothing was made from purform, a fabric regulated to adjust to outside temperatures, intimately intuitive to the wearer’s discomforts, quick at providing responses accordingly.
Engineered to serve people, not the whims of ever-changing fashion norms as was the case on Lower Earth.
Like everything Upper Earth citizens made, their attire was intelligent and efficient.
Smart attire that, due to long-standing agitation by revolutionaries against innovations promoted by Upper Earth, wasn’t accessible on Lower Earth. Under rebel tutelage, the population grew suspicious of tech-infused materials like purform, convinced that it was a means of spying on the people of Lower Earth.
You couldn’t buy purform clothing anywhere, not even knockoffs.
Until Amir Gauis came into power after Nene Nushba, that is.
One of his first reforms was to open up the sale of purform.
Musaid had immediately begun saving. To have three outfits that provided everything one humanly needed was better than having a closet full of inefficient choices.
He couldn’t wait for the upcoming Enlightenment Ceremony.
Lower Earth joining ALIGN would finally boost everyone, pull them out of poverty, including his aunt Patma and her three kids, who came to the door now, sporting the same level of excitement he did. Their eyes were lighting up due to the bags filled with gifts he held in his hands; his aunt’s spirits were lifted because she knew he also arrived with the portion of his salary that sustained her, while his excitement had a simple source: He could smell that Aunt Patma had made his favorite.
His trepidation about an odorous impact on his new clothing disappeared on seeing his aunt’s kindly face and her loving eyes.
Perhaps he’d bring back some mujda for Tiller, to make up for the smell.



Two hours later, Musaid emerged onto the streets, maskless. He’d insisted Aunt Patma take his, as he always did when he visited. They repeated the game each time, his aunt shaking her head, reluctant to accept such a generous gift, air-filtration masks being only for the wealthy, he assuring her he had access to a supply at the palace, that she had emphysema and needed it more than he did.
But he coughed now as thick smog embraced him. Atlantis was in the sweatshop district of the largest city on Lower Earth, so far on the outskirts, it barely hung on to being considered part of Verg, the only prosperous area of Lower Earth, controlled by the Verg family. He still marveled that as soon as he’d learned to walk steadily as a child, he’d walked seven miles six days a week with his parents just to get to the market to hitch a ride on produce carts heading to the palace, where his parents worked, and then got a ride on a real land carrier back home at the end of their shifts, along with other employees.
That’s when he’d grown fascinated with carriers—on those magical rides under evening skies in a fast-moving vehicle, instead of wearing out the thin soles of the mismatched shoes Mama found for him in the landfill, always a size too small or too large.
First land carriers and then air ones had opened his mind to the possibility of a better life.
“Musaid.” A hiss broke the silence on the dead street, most of the populace shut in factories at this time of day.
He looked around.
“Up.”
He paused and tipped his head back to scan the floors of Atlantis that remained aboveground, its exterior a mess of green lichen and soot, most of its windows blown out or boarded up. The air was too polluted to live in apartments that were, due to decay, no longer sealed against the elements.
“Behind you.”
He spun around to a strange sight: a man on the roof of a half-subsurfaced warehouse clutching his arm bound in cloth splotching red as his wound bled, face shielded with the lower part of his head cover.
Musaid shook his head when he recognized what he was looking at. He spun around and walked.
“For Nush.” The hiss was urgent.
He froze for a beat in anger. For Nush. That one had been used on him many times.
It was the revolutionaries’ code in safe spaces. He never fell for it, aware of their hubris. Aware of the atrocities the Ahraar committed in the late Nene Nushba’s name.
He was also highly aware that he was only one degree away from being suspected of having links to them due to his background growing up as an Underground.
“It’s me…Khattabi.”
Musaid shook his head, refusing to look at him. Even if it had been his dead father arisen from the grave whispering For Nush, he wouldn’t have turned to him.
“Nayf has escaped. We got him out of prison today, and Ngwale died trying to reach Nayf at our meeting spot. And Nada…” A pause. “Nada’s in trouble.”
Musaid stopped.
“I know you’re headed to the Tower of Bones. You always go there after your aunt’s. Bring some clean bandages, painkillers. That’s it. I already have a needle and thread. I’ll tell you about Nada.”
When Musaid turned around again, Khattabi was gone.
A former guard at the palace, he knew Musaid too well.
All he had to do was dangle her name. Nada.



As a six-year-old, no one had told him he wasn’t allowed in the palace kitchens.
That auspicious day, he’d taken a pause from helping Mama pick mint in one of the royal gardens and followed his nose—the scent of the cinnamon candy Baba made at home on special days wafted from around the corner of the building at the end of the garden.
Not a soul was in the kitchen, nothing on the black stone counters. But on the stove, a pot bubbled.
He’d been drawn to it, hadn’t noticed a girl around his age sitting on a counter in the far corner, near the pantry, swinging her dangling legs. He stood in front of the pot with his eyes closed, inhaling the intense cinnamon mixed with something else. Something like the perfume Mama wore sometimes.
“That’s for my nene and me. Kids can’t go near the stove. You’re a kid.”
Musaid turned around and there she was.
Nada: eyes the biggest feature on her face, a pointy chin, jet-black hair coming out of two braids, riotously askew, dead-straight bangs above narrowing eyes—bangs very high above her eyes, so high he could see her thick dark eyebrows moving up and down in a dance between anger and wonder.
She was angry he was in her kitchen and also wondering who he was, Musaid realized. He held up the bunch of mint in his hands. “I’m helping my mother pick mint outside.”
“Are you Underground?”
“Yeah.”
She stared harder at him, but this time her eyebrows stuck to wonder. “I’ve never seen an Underground boy before. How long does it take you to get here? You and your parents?” She turned and slid down the cupboards, holding on to the counter for a moment before landing on her feet. She was much smaller than him, and he guessed her to be younger than him too. “I want to see the undergrounds.” She came right up to him and whispered, “Can you take me one day? No, not one day. Can you take me soon?”
He nodded, lifting his head with pride. She made him feel pride in living in the Underground, something he’d never felt before, even though Mama and Baba were proud of it.
“Okay, then I’ll give you some of my and my nene’s tea.” She gestured for him to follow her to the pantry, then reached on her tiptoes to grab the door handle to swing it wide. “But sit here. When Nene Nushba pours the cinnarose tea, I’ll tell her I want another cup for you. If she says no, just wait until she leaves and I’ll give you some of mine. If she says yes, I’ll show her that you’re here. Okay?”
He nodded and sat on the step stool she’d pointed at in the pantry, clutching the mint tightly with two hands. Something made him nervous about waiting for approval from the girl’s nene.
Before she closed the door on him, she leaned forward and stuck her face in the mint and inhaled. Then, with a tiny mint leaf stuck on the tip of her nose, she whispered again, “Remember, you promised to take me to the undergrounds.”
Nene Nushba, accustomed to making afternoon tea in her own palace for her granddaughter and herself when the servants were on their breaks, had approved sharing the tea with him. From that day on, Nada made it a point to find him wherever he was working on the palace grounds, and during their walks to the kitchen, made it a point to always whisper, “Remember, you’ll take me to the undergrounds.” Nene Nushba continued making the three of them tea, and though she introduced other varieties of flavors to their little tea party, Musaid continued to love cinnarose the best.
Then, two and a half years later, his parents died in their Underground home, at the hands of revolutionaries residing in Atlantis, in a bomb-making mishap.
Or so the Ahraar claimed.
The other view, his view, was that they’d targeted people working at the palace. Especially people like his family who had long loved the Vergs. And everyone knew that since his deep friendship with Nada, Musaid’s parents had increased their loyalty to the institution.
The revolutionaries seemed to hate the palace more than they hated Upper Earth, easily stirred up by anything they viewed as betrayal. They especially hated that Gauis was then head of the palace guards.
Musaid had been at the palace at the time of his parents’ death, having been invited to Nada’s eighth birthday celebration, a joint one with her twin brother, Nayf. Musaid had spent most of it hiding in the pantry because the other kids, none Underground, either gave him a wide berth or incessantly asked him odd questions. Were you there when the buildings sank? Did you ever see them sink? Do they still sink?
How could Musaid have been there? Baba had told him it had happened before even Baba’s own grandfather was born. He often repeated the story of the world when Musaid asked him why he couldn’t live wherever he wanted to, why they had to live so deep underground, why they had to scurry below after work.



One hundred and fifteen years ago, the world of before came to a stop in the Great Catastrophe. The devastation in the wake of widespread earthquakes, droughts, and wildfires drove those surviving to embark on a journey to settle the only safe zone remaining on the planet. This was called the Last Migration. People came from all over the world, bringing with them their diverse languages, customs, and beliefs. When they reached their destination, the migrants gazed up and saw that the wise and fortunate of the world had foreseen the environmental destruction of Earth and had built themselves a hovering nation in the sky: Upper Earth.
Your ancestor Rib’yee was the first of our family to be born after the Last Migration. It was at this time that buildings on Lower Earth, on land that was supposed to be stable, began to sink. Some were salvaged and provided the best shelter to those who had nowhere else to go.
However, Rib’yee wasn’t of that group; he came from one of the first families invited to settle the Bridge.
He was smart and kind, an excellent engineer who could make anything work if you gave him enough time. One day, he spoke to his grandmother, a woman known throughout her time for her bravery and piety, and asked her if he should help make the buildings the poor were living in strong for them.
Or would it be wrong to encourage such an imbalance in the world? To make it easier for people to live like rats? While the well-off lived in the spectacular nation in the air or sleek and smart Bridge residences, ocean-powered, over the waters—where Rib’yee’s own family hailed from?
By then even the last livable surfaces of Earth had shrunk to pockets of wide-apart habitations, so it became incumbent on those on Lower Earth to gather around the stable area known as Verg today. Verg, because the first family to organize the people into a collective was named Verg.
The world became the Underground for those who didn’t have the means to live under the sky, Lower Earth for those who lived on the earth by working the land for the Vergs, the Bridge for those educated enough to be allowed to live on top of the ocean, and, finally, Upper Earth for those blessed to live on the huge megastructure in the sky above where Lower Earth meets the Bridge.
Upper Earth formed a confederacy with the Bridge called ALIGN, to protect their advantages.
There was no alliance between Lower Earth and the Underground communities, except as laborers for the Verg family and their loyalists who ran Earth. Some people call the Verg family imperialists, but we don’t, because they protect us…
Musaid would always interrupt his father around this boring point in the story and say, “What did my great-great-great-great-grandmother say? When her grandson asked her if he should help the poor people underground?”
Your great-great-great-great-grandmother Sausun said, “If you can save even one life, you must. If you can save the people from being crushed by their homes, don’t wait a second longer. There are many ways to change the world. You’ve found yours.
“Others will find theirs. And someone else’s way may lift the oppression.”
And then Baba would tell him that Musaid, Mama, and Baba doing their best work at the palace was the same thing: making the world a better place.
He also told Musaid to never ever share Baba’s story of the world with anyone else. That it was a crime to share a story that was different from the one issued by the palace.
Musaid didn’t understand all this at the age of eight going on nine. The only thing he knew was that he’d been born Underground and lived Underground, and while he loved his parents with his entire heart, he wished he’d been born in a place where he could go to sleep seeing the sky outside his window and not the happy clouds and rainbows Mama had painted where the windows of their home would have been.
In the midst of her birthday party, Nada found Musaid in the pantry and pulled out another step stool and joined him in his seated reverie. She wasn’t wearing a dress, like he’d thought she’d be.
Like he’d seen the royals do in the auras of palace life Mama liked to watch at home. Though Mama worked at the palace six days of the week, she wasn’t tired of it.
And Musaid understood this, because he too loved the palace wholeheartedly.
Even today, at this unexciting birthday party he was hiding from, he loved it—because Nada had made her way to him, so it was just the two of them again.
Nada was wearing a black coverall. Her hair, while still cut in high bangs, was out of its usual braids, and it looked like someone had attempted to put curls in it. Attempted because now it was a mess of frizzy bits and tangles, except for the brief interruption of extremely straight bangs. “Can we go to the Underground today? Because it’s my birthday? And because Lein is choosing all the games for my party?”
Musaid shook his head. “Nene Nushba won’t let you come visit me on your birthday. If we wait until next week, I can ask to invite you for my birthday.” Maybe Mama will make a honey-and-sesame cake for Nada. And Baba, of course, will make cinnamon candy.
Nada clapped her hands just as the pantry door opened. Nene Nushba stood there, hair pulled back severely, a cloth spun around the bun at the back of her head. She held out her hand. “Musaid, come with me, dear one.”
Her face was extra-tender at that moment—Musaid would see her face this way in his head forevermore, but the day she told him about the death of his parents, in addition to kindness, her eyes held pain. Later, much later, he learned it was because several months before the bomb blast, she’d begun having secret meetings with the revolutionaries to hear their grievances.
He knew why she was meeting them; she was known, after all, for her compassion. People said that was the only reason she’d become the amira of Lower Earth when first her husband, then both her sons, died: to exercise that compassion. One of her most repeated lines in speeches was I refuse to believe any human being is born with hate. I refuse to believe violence is inherent in some. And I absolutely refuse to vilify calls for justice.
It was one of the reasons Musaid loved her too.
And one of the reasons many in the palace, like Gauis and the palace guards, didn’t.
News of the bomb blast that killed Musaid’s parents gave the amira’s detractors one more nail to drive into her coffin: She had humored the brutes.
Nene Nushba adopted Musaid the day of his parents’ deaths, the day that sent his life spinning—first into intense grief, when he realized he actually needed the artificial happy clouds and rainbows Mama had painted in order to go to sleep, that he needed Baba to tell him the same boring story of Rib’yee and the dawn of the Underground, that nowhere else would he find the perfect blend of the scent of home, of comfort, of ever-present love.
And then life spun in a new direction. Sending him into the kindness of Nada and Nayf, the companionship of their cousin Lein, the caring guardianship of Nene Nushba. Into the arms of a new family.
Three years later, though, Nene Nushba died.
And a year after that, Nada and Nayf were imprisoned.
And Musaid was left with only Lein as family.
When Nada was released briefly at sixteen, she came back to the palace kitchen at three o’clock as usual—for teatime.
Musaid, now working for the palace as a driver, turned up at the same hour like he always did—for teatime.
He didn’t know love could be suspended in the air for years and turn into another sort the minute you set your eyes on the person you’d kept in your heart and mind.
It was the sort of love that, after seeing her in person, made him yearn for her more than he had while she was locked away.
Which she was again—being sentenced to prison after only two weeks of freedom, after he’d fallen completely in love.



“Now that Nayf’s escaped, we’re certain something’s going to happen to Nada.” With a pad of gauze, Khattabi patted his upper right arm dry after his stitching work, which Musaid had looked away from, preferring the view outside the building that housed his parents’ remains on the thirteenth floor. Before the Last Migration, the Tower of Bones had been a high-rise parking garage, its exterior resembling a stripped corncob, with low barriers on each floor separating vehicles from the open air. As vehicles weren’t commonplace on Lower Earth, the parking garage had become a mausoleum for the skeletal remains of those buried in cemeteries; according to law, bones were filtered from the soil five years after burial, upon complete decomposition of the body. Land for agriculture was so precious that, except for Verg royalty, everyone buried ended up at the Tower of Bones, to be housed in whatever boxes families rummaged, tucked into whatever space they paid a monthly fee for amid the haphazard “cemetery.”
Perhaps due to this, most of Lower Earth opted for the more popular rite of cremation. But Nene Nushba had encouraged burial, and so Musaid’s parents rested together in a long metal box he had made from the body of an old rusted black land carrier Lein had let him take apart. The box had ample resting space on a mostly deserted floor of the building, the superstition of number thirteen doubly feared in a place housing the dead.
Musaid knelt and held one end of the clean white bandage against Khattabi’s arm as the man wrapped the strip to secure his stitches. Once it was pinned in place, Khattabi closed his eyes and leaned back against the cement barrier, clearly exhausted. With his head cover off and face bare, he had more of a youthful look, despite his graying hair and beard and deeply lined forehead.
Questions filled Musaid’s head, but he had too much pride to ask them, certain that Khattabi would wonder about Musaid’s ignorance of palace affairs.
It was unnerving that Lein hadn’t told him personally that Nayf had escaped from prison. And whether there were any new plans for Nada as a result. Lein didn’t know of their attachment, true, but he had never before neglected to include Musaid in palace updates, even secretive ones.
Khattabi’s eyes flew open suddenly, and he began winding his head cover on in haste, wincing at the pain that must have shot through his injured arm. Musaid leaned forward and took the cloth from the older man’s trembling hands. Musaid unfolded the large square and refolded it into a triangle, then pleated it a few times, as he’d seen his father do when he was a child, before wrapping it around Khattabi’s head, leaving a long tail of cloth to bring over his face when he needed it. The man nodded at Musaid and got up, clutching the cement block behind him when a moment of weakness caused his legs to shake. “Thank you. I have to move. I delivered Nayf to safe hands, but that leaves me a marked man. Can’t stay long in one place when you’re being hunted.”
“I’ve done my part.” Musaid tipped his head to indicate the bag he’d bought from the apothecary run out of an apartment in Atlantis, which Khattabi had now picked up. Along with pain medication and more bandages, the bag included a loaf of bread, some dried meat, and drinks. “But all I’ve heard is that something might happen to Nada.”
“I wanted to tell you to keep your ears open. If you hear of any developments, you need to move fast to keep her safe.”
“Of course. Always.” Musaid let the worry he felt crease his brow. “Are there any specific rumors about Nada?” He suddenly didn’t care that it was apparent he was hungry for news.
Nada meant more to him than preserving his pride.
“Just that the palace is up to something. Increased activity already, as you know, leading to the wedding, but more so since Nayf’s escape.” Khattabi turned around to face the scene outside, and Musaid joined him, looking down at the charity landfill sprawling below them. Since it was Tuesday, the day the Bridge trucks came bringing Upper Earth discards, the dump would soon be crawling with thousands of people rushing from the factories to pick over the bounty. All the best things showed up on Tuesdays. Musaid had once retrieved a drone camera when he was kid. At the palace, Nada and he had made clips of them racing each other, convinced the camera would reveal the winner more clearly.
“But you probably don’t believe in the shadiness of the palace, being Lein’s man.”
Musaid rolled his eyes—but he also swallowed in an attempt to will the faint anxiety pulsing within him to abate. “What do you think is going to happen?”
“What I’ve been thinking since their grandmother got killed. They’re next in line for the same fate.”
Musaid shook his head. No. He refused to believe it. “Not everything is a battle.”
“And you think the palace that put them away for all these years is suddenly struck with feelings of magnanimity?” Khattabi laughed. “Didn’t think I knew that word, right? Did you forget I was assigned to watch Nayf from when he was a baby? I read more books than I ever wanted to in that library of his.”
“I know Lein wants his wedding to be an event to remember. Maybe he just doesn’t want a disruption on his special day.” Musaid hid the uncertainty from his voice; he’d been guessing at Lein’s sentiments about the topic. “It can be as simple as that.”
Khattabi shook his head this time and pointed at the scene below them. “Look. Look at this world run by your man and the palace you serve, boy.”
The discard trucks were rumbling down the road, and people began scurrying out of buildings, following the huge vehicles, some climbing the haul containers, pulling at one another to get inside before they reached the dump. Another group, quickly growing in numbers, waited at the landfill in anticipation.
“Notice anything? Other than the way watching desperate people from so high is like watching a game?” Khattabi stared at the crowds as though mesmerized. “I’ve heard they stream auras on Upper Earth each Tuesday as evidence of their charity-giving ‘doing good’ on Earth.”
“Notice what?”
“There aren’t any women.”
Musaid peered. He couldn’t tell clearly if that was a correct observation.
“The sweatshops are full of women. But they have to wait until the men have picked all the best of the dump before they dare venture out, lest their bones end up in this building. That’s the world your boss leads.” Khattabi turned suddenly to Musaid. “You know that. Don’t try to deny it. You know what happened to Saqri.”
Musaid returned his sharp gaze. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Saqri, Nada and Nayf’s nanny. She went missing right after Nushba died. She knew too much.” Khattabi scowled now, and Musaid realized the older man’s scarf was askew, that Musaid hadn’t secured it properly. He itched to fix it, finding it irritating. “They took her and her granddaughter, barely older than a toddler. We found her granddaughter, Eyas, sold to a fancy bird shop in the Grand Market run by a monster who…who…What happens to most girls here who run into monsters.” Khattabi’s eyes filled with tears, and he murmured quietly to himself, “The palace did it. A little girl sold to a monster by people who knew her.”
Musaid looked away, trying not to remember Saqri’s many kindnesses at the palace when he was a child, trying to forget the baby he’d once glimpsed hitched on her hip, a child she’d kissed as she walked down to the kitchens. Below, as the trucks deposited their innards onto the landfill and as the roar of thousands of men fighting over the garbage filled the air, he suddenly realized what Khattabi was getting at. “You’re not saying there’s a possibility that Nada…” He couldn’t go on.
“That they’d allow something unfortunate to happen to Nada?” Khattabi wiped his eyes. “That’s the possibility we’re worried about. They’ll fight Nayf fairly, so to speak, take him down like a soldier. Nada, they’ll take care of secretly. Like how we still can’t find Nene Nushba’s body.”
Musaid closed his eyes briefly.
When he opened them, he couldn’t see the landfill. It was covered by an undulating mass of people as they clamored to find their needs.
“Rich people’s garbage that seeps the earth with its toxins after it’s been fought over by the unfortunate who manufacture it for them in the first place.” Khattabi raised his gaze and stared straight ahead at the gulls circling above the landfill. “It’s better to have an uncaged soul than an uncaged body. Even if you look so slick in your new clothes, so fly—another word, an old one, I learned from Nayf’s library—if you’re beholden to the ruler of this, the system that results in this”—Khattabi swept his arm over the mess below—“you’ve surrendered your freedom. Remember that, Musaid.”
Musaid didn’t answer, didn’t roll his eyes. He knew with certainty Lein wasn’t the ruler of this system. Lein wanted to transform the world away from this. “Khattabi, you know I’ll never be part of the Ahraar. Never, so your words are wasted on me.”
“I’m gone. Thank you for your help. And for your promise to watch over Nada.” Khattabi put his hand on his heart. “That I trust you with, Musaid.”
Musaid nodded, and in a gesture of goodwill, he put his hand on his own heart and watched the man head to the stairwell.
Musaid turned around and stared at the box that held his parents’ remains. He couldn’t easily bring to mind the things he usually said when he visited, worry driving out all his thoughts. He whispered some words of love, his tongue stumbling over them as he alternated between haste and guilt, causing him to slow down periodically, his fingers touching the metal edge of the box all the while. Then he left.
Right outside the Tower of Bones, he found a group of men hovering around something on the ground, one of them holding up a familiar bag, taking a loaf of bread from it.
The apothecary bag he’d brought Khattabi.
He hurried and pushed his way into the group. Khattabi lay dead, bleeding from his chest, a bullet hole clearly visible.
Musaid glanced around. A helmeted palace guard was getting into a land carrier, gun still in hand.
Can’t stay long in one place when you’re being hunted, Khattabi had said. Rattled, Musaid drew the men apart with firmer shoves, to bend down to the body, intent on carrying it to a place of burial.
Someone had removed Khattabi’s boots as though they were a find in the landfill.
And someone else was removing the headscarf, and it was no longer irritatingly askew.
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NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A CHESS MOVE
She lived in search of truth. Her wish was to die on the path of justice, standing together with unseen ones. As the morning birdsong grew to a crescendo and drifted into the prison cell, Nada added flourishes to the letters that dipped below the faint blue lines and closed the notebook she’d constructed from prison-made paper, labeled The Records of Nada Verg, pen tucked into the page she’d finished.
A month ago, Salwe had told them all to write their chosen epitaphs in their records, that she felt a storm coming, and while it had made Nada shudder the first time she heard such an ominous thing, for weeks now the task had been churning in the young woman’s mind.
Until it had clicked. The beauty of the end. She’d thought, Imagine, from the moment we became aware of our consciousness, if we lived toward the sort of final days we wanted.
Scary for a nineteen-year-old but also…inexplicably freeing. Especially for one who had been in and out of prison since twelve. It felt doable in this small, regimented world she occupied, to strive to live as she wished to be known.
Her twin brother, Nayf, was in the men’s prison, and she often wondered what sort of life he’d led these last seven years. She no longer knew anything about Nayf, being forbidden to communicate with him, including during her brief release three years ago.
It was futile to try to reach him in Blackwater, a maximum-security prison that was mostly underground, with the only part of the building evident from land being its cells’ high windows emerging from the earth.
Musaid, her childhood-friend-turned-love who worked at the very palace that had sentenced the twins to imprisonment had connected with Nayf once.
He’d delivered a book a released prisoner had told him Nayf wanted from the palace library he treasured so much: The Genius of Birds.
It had almost gotten Musaid in trouble.
Almost, because everyone loved Musaid, even Nada’s cousin Lein, who looked down on most people.
Musaid was pardoned immediately.
She wondered what that felt like, to be so universally loved. She’d never felt such a thing.
Nada left the notebook on the dark gray metal table and stood up on her tiptoes to stretch her arms over her head. The cell and its contents—a metal bed affixed to the wall without legs, the toilet similarly secured—were a shade of blue gray that conditioned docility in inmates. Those who weren’t so positively affected by the aesthetic were made to wear helmets, monitored by the warden, that “reset” their consciousness whenever they made trouble.
According to Salwe, the methodology and technology at the prison were both from Upper Earth. And the palace of Lower Earth wanted more of it, especially scalplinks that, according to Salwe, would give them complete control over the populace.
Nada jogged in place, boots pounding concrete, closing her eyes as she felt her body waking, recharging. Her muscles stiffened if there was nothing to do for too long. Today there was no work in the fields of Aerd outside their prison; it was the designated day of rest. It was the day Salwe had an update for those who walked by cell 84, the closest cell to the showers, where it was possible for the women to line up and hear what they needed to hear.
But you had to time it right so that there was no suspicious “gathering” of sorts. Although Salwe had slowly turned most of the guards to her side, a feat in itself, there was a faction that wasn’t completely loyal to her. And a couple that were hostile.
But in the decade Salwe had been imprisoned, the number who looked up to her had grown considerably. They, just like Nada, had learned the power of the woman who actually ruled the prison—from below.



If it hadn’t been for Salwe, twelve-year-old Nada wouldn’t have survived her first year in Namarax, the women’s prison on Lower Earth. The other prisoners, enraged when they discovered a royal among them, someone from the very palace that had enslaved them to work in the fields, began a campaign of hostility that saw Nada cornered whenever guards weren’t around.
Her young age didn’t deter their anger. That Verg blood ran in her veins was enough.
They poked her, yanked on her hair, tripped her, all while laughing at her scrappy attempts to fight back. With each passing week, the bullying grew worse.
And then one day, three weeks after Nada had arrived in prison, a woman in her mid-thirties, petite but sturdy, stepped in with fierce strength.
Again and again, sending Nada’s tormentors scuttling.
But each time Nada thanked her, Salwe wouldn’t respond, her lips simply tightening, her eyes—after considering the child for what seemed like ages—flicking away dismissively.
Only one time had the older woman said something: Thinking is the first part of fighting.
Finally, months later, Salwe came to her cell, a compliant guard letting the older woman in with a key.
Salwe brought with her a woman so tall, she had to bend her head to get in through the cell door. “Murda is here to listen to you.”
Sitting on her bed, Nada looked up from doodling on her arm and blinked at Salwe and Murda, astonished they’d just walked into her cell.
Murda held a roll of paper under her arm. She wore a small smile that didn’t reach her eyes, which reminded Nada of the doctor at the palace who’d drugged her to facilitate her trip to prison.
On edge immediately, Nada drew the pen away from her arm.
“Let’s hear your story. Why are you here?” Salwe asked, standing with arms crossed, eyebrows raised like she was assessing Nada. “Murda will record some of it now.”
“Why am I here?” Nada tilted her head, her eyes squinting, chin raised, considering Salwe’s question. “Because I asked how my grandmother died. If it was true they’d killed her. Our uncle Amir Gauis said I had to go to jail for insulting him. And asking about a traitor, for mentioning her name.”
Salwe, with a squarish face and downturned eyes, broke into a laugh, though she still wore an appraising expression. “I meant, why are you here. In life.”
“What do you mean?” Nada shook her head to shut down the answer that was on the tip of her tongue: I don’t know what you’re talking about. She knew the answer wouldn’t impress Salwe, and she felt a desperate need to do so.
“Have you ever kept records?”
“Like record-keepers do?”
“Yes, but keepers no longer exist, so we must keep our own.”
“Why?”
“It will help you find why you’re here. What your life is about.”
“My life is about doing whatever they tell me to do at the palace.”
“It is absolutely not.” Salwe’s lofty expression didn’t abate, but in an apparent gesture of goodwill, she held out her arm and pulled the right sleeve of her shirt up. “If you choose to ink yourself, make it something worthwhile.”
The woman lowered herself until she was level with Nada and then lifted the last bit of sleeve to reveal a spot below her inner elbow, all the while probing into Nada’s eyes.
Nada drew her gaze away from the intensity of Salwe’s stare and looked down at the words etched, elegant and flowy in beautiful calligraphy, on brown skin:
By our records, shall we resist.
In our past, we find our future.
This and the scroll tucked under Murda’s arm unlocked a couple of memories: Nada as a four-year-old unrolling a parchment belonging to her mother; Nayf, already keenly literate, unlike Nada, reading out loud their mama’s words and learning stories that were the opposite of the news everyone had shared at the palace.
“Records like Nene Nushba’s?” Nada spoke softly, with sudden trepidation now, as though she was in the palace once more, where her late grandmother Nene Nushba’s name was banned. “Like Mama’s?”
“Ah, so your mother was also of us. Surprising because she was the daughter of a pro-ALIGN guardian.” Salwe unrolled her sleeve and buttoned the cuff. Nada had seen that, instead of the T-shirts most prisoners wore, Salwe always chose the prison-supplied buttoned overalls of some kind of crisp mock cotton, the actual pure fabric being reserved for the palace and Upper Earth. “She grew up on the Bridge, so it’s another surprise you’ve seen her records. Not many records from those of the Bridge survived.”
“Why did she have records?” Nada tried not to think again of the day she’d found the parchment with parts of her mother’s story. Remembering it just now had brought to mind Nayf. Whenever she thought of him, of not knowing anything of him, she only felt dread.
She had to move on from her mother. From her brother. “Why did Nene Nush—Why did my grandmother have records?”
“Because your grandmother and mother knew their lives would be rewritten by those who want to be in control of telling us who we are. But our records, the records we write or dictate, store our actual truths. We are the only ones permitted to represent us, not them. For they only twist things to suit their aims.” Salwe crossed her arms. “Your next question will be Who are they?”
Nada shook her head. “No, it’s why do people write their records down and not store them digitally? Mama could have; Nene Nush—My grandmother could have.”
Murda made a noise at that, and Nada looked up to see that the noise was a strange sort of laugh, the woman’s mouth stretching thin. Salwe laughed, too, but her sound had turned to hearty laughter. She spoke less intensely now. “So, you’re a smart one—noted. Your question shows a strong mind. Everything digital is run by the very ones who manufacture our entire world, from our goods to our data. If we stored our records digitally, it would be to only offer it up for manipulation. For until we break their hold on us, our digital lives also belong to them. To do as they wish. They want everything from us.”
“For what?” Nada stood up and looked from Murda to Salwe. Still a child, until rumors of the true nature of her grandmother’s death had reached her, she’d lived in a bubble at the palace. But then, once she’d become aware of something being off, she’d almost immediately been locked away without access to the reality outside prison walls. She only knew for sure that there were lies swirling around her mother’s and grandmother’s lives. “Why would they want everything?”
“The same reason you and your brother are in prison now. They want control over all that is valuable on Earth. Including our independent thoughts and values. Like they took control of the Bridge. Through their scalplinks, they told Bridge residents who they were, what they should value, rewrote the different codes they’d chosen to live by, and turned them into the standard approved by Upper Earth. They called this the Enlightenment. They are planning the same for Lower Earth. We don’t know when it will happen, but it’s in the works, to scalplink our whole population. The only thing that may give us a different outcome than the Bridge is our history of keeping records for a long time now. We have more of ourselves intact. We offer a stronger resistance.”
Nada stayed still during Salwe’s speech, recalling the portions of her mother’s records she’d read, that she’d memorized in full. They did point to the truth of some of what Salwe was telling her, but the older woman was also making it a grander scheme.
Nada desperately needed it to be simpler. “Our uncle Amir Gauis sent us to prison for saying Nene Nushba’s name.” Thinking that it was bigger than Nada’s life was too much weight to bear. “For wanting to learn more about what happened to her. For not believing the palace. It’s not about Upper Earth.”
“He sent you to prison because the people loved Nene Nushba, and he was afraid that they would begin to love you and your brother too. He controls Lower Earth for them. Upper Earth.” Salwe became somber suddenly. “Your grandmother listened to the people—she was of the people, having married into Verg royalty. She didn’t want to hand power to Upper Earth. She didn’t serve any masters. She spoke to the revolutionaries, the Ahraar, understood their concerns. She broke away from talks to enter ALIGN after they massacred revolutionaries and civilians on the Bridge. She was seeking amendments on economic agreements, threatening to tear up those agreements. That’s why she was killed.” Just as suddenly, Salwe became stern and lowered herself to stare at Nada once more. “Do you follow your grandmother? Do you disavow your royal Verg bloodline? Do you resist Upper Earth taking control of us? If you do, you won’t be alone. There are many of us who want to break ourselves free.”
Nada found herself nodding, agitated but also inspired. If she was in prison for loving her grandmother, she would also believe in her grandmother’s cause…
From then, from the age of twelve to nineteen, safe in the prison walls, Salwe took hold of Nada’s training. Using records stored on slides disguised as hair accessories, accessible through the prison library’s microreader, she taught Nada about the first revolution the people of the Bridge had attempted a decade ago, with the help of those of Lower Earth who had joined in the resistance there. Jointly, they called themselves the Ahraar, which meant “the Free” in Arabic, one of the nineteen languages of Lower Earth.
Salwe shared some of the digital footprints the record-keepers of the first revolution had unearthed, explaining the difficulty in retrieving the manipulated data, how that had underlined the importance of keeping analog records, a practice already well established on Lower Earth.
REMNANTS OF THE FIRST REVOLUTION (OVERTURNED) ON THE BRIDGE

If I die in the bombing, I want the world to know I was a nursing student hiding in the hospital. I was a health worker, not a rebel. [@shaaiiimaa, dead account, recovered post]

We regret civilian deaths, but collateral damage is inevitable in restoring peace and security. Especially as the brutes use health centers to store their ammunitions. [@ALIGNOfficial, cached, community-noted: misleading]

We take responsibility for the bombing of Bridge-Welcross hospital. [@AhraarRep, account suspended, recovered post, evidence of tampering]

This is simply a war between the civilized and the brutes. Choose your side. [@userFreeworld709887, cached, marked as bot]

Upon the complete quelling of the brutes, Enlightenment Centers are open once again for Bridge residents. Please proceed to your nearest center to be fitted with your scalplink. Welcome to ALIGN. [@ALIGNOfficial, cached, last post before deletion of all Bridge media]

A faithful student of Salwe’s, Nada grew committed to the cause. Her fellow prisoners came to respect her, and word quietly spread among the people outside the prison walls that Nushba’s granddaughter took after her. Nada let Murda record the story of her life until the point she was imprisoned, after which Nada took over keeping her own records.



The clang of keys broke into Nada’s reverie as she jogged. Behind her, the door opened, though it wasn’t yet her cell block’s window of time for showering.
“Courier with a parcel from the palace.” The prison guard was Tani, one of Salwe’s women.
“But it’s not the first of the month.” Nada used the hem of the old T-shirt she wore, originally black but now faded to gray, to wipe the sweat off her face.
“He’s waiting.”
Hearing he made Nada’s heart skip a beat, wondering if it was Musaid. He who still tucked her favorite candy or pieces of smooth heart-shaped sea glass or other tiny gifts into the pockets of the clothing included in the “care” packages the palace still issued her as acts of “mercy.”
But of course it couldn’t be Musaid. He wasn’t a courier, but a palace driver. Only once had he been permitted to bring her something in prison. Back then, along with the package, he’d brought her his effervescent smile.
The memory of it had lasted Nada until she had been released briefly at sixteen for photo ops at a palace funeral and they’d reunited for a couple of weeks, vowing themselves to each other under the holy man Murrabi Hasuf, before she’d been resentenced for the “treason” of being found clutching one of Nene Nushba’s favorite books.
Today’s courier was a regular palace guard, face masked with a blue shield, embedded with a thousand points of connectivity to the palace, waiting with a lavender package on the table in the prisoner conference room. Nada picked up the wrapped lumpy bundle and turned to leave, knowing it was futile to ask the guard why she was getting a care package a week after she’d already received her monthly allocation.
“Change into that and come back here for your release.”
Nada froze. Release?
She spun around. “What do you mean?”
“Amir Gauis has decreed your release on the occasion of the upcoming wedding of his son, your cousin Crown Prince Lein, to Raisa, daughter of the chief guardian of ALIGN.” The guard’s scripted voice gushed artificially warm and enthusiastic. “You will join in a fortnight of family celebrations.”
Nada simply stared at him in response, her mind churning over what had happened the last time she’d been released. She’d immersed herself in celebrating the brief freedom.
This time, she’d use her freedom wisely.
“ ‘Change into suitable clothing for the happy occasion, dear cousin,’ is the message from the palace.”
“And my brother?”
“ ‘Change into suitable clothing for the happy occasion, dear cousin.’ ”
“Ask the palace if Nayf will join the celebration.”
The guard went silent.
Tani tipped her head to get Nada moving. They exited together, close enough for Nada to whisper, “Take me to the showers. Special permission before my release. To bathe before I change.”
Tani led the way down the dingy gray cement halls and positioned herself in the best spot to block the camera mounted high in the wall, across from Salwe’s cell, as Nada tapped quickly, furtively.
“The storm is here. I’m getting released temporarily for a wedding. Raisa is getting married to Amir Gauis’s son,” Nada whispered. “My cousin Lein.”
Two eyes, dark and wide apart, showed up behind the small, screened window in the door. “What else?”
“It appears that Nayf is not being released.” Nada frowned. “Or I’m being kept in the dark about him.”
“That was today’s update: They discovered a book in the library your brother’s been communicating with one of our men through. It appears they hastened their escape due to this, but not in the planned way, not upon any of our orders. In a negligent way. The man he escaped with was found on his route to their rendezvous location with the Ahraar; it was a separate route than Nayf’s. He died fighting. Another of our men who took over escorting Nayf is wounded and missing. Your brother is now a fugitive hunted by ALIGN.”
Nada’s stomach churned. No.
“Kill, block, move.” Salwe spoke slowly, as though she was seeing a chessboard in her mind. “It’s time to block. Prevent the union.”
Nada couldn’t think strategically while imagining her brother on the run. Where would he go? When their eyes are everywhere?
“I need to find Nayf. If he’s caught, he’ll be killed.”
“They won’t kill him in the midst of the festivities. Remember, they want to appear benevolent.”
“They’ll do it quietly. I’ll just find him. Hide him.” Her voice shook as she remembered the horror stories of Amir Gauis’s secret torture rooms. Of coffin-like cells, of torture by animals of prey, of being starved and revived to be starved again.
“Nada, the end goal. Remember the end.”
She swallowed. “The epitaph.”
“Our epitaph, the one we wrote together as a happy ending for all the people of Lower Earth. They lived free of their programmers; they lived by their own free will,” Salwe whispered. “Your brother will be free if we stop the Enlightenment process that this wedding will unleash. The Ahraar have known something was being planned to prepare the population for the scalplinking process. It’s the wedding. Block it. And to do that, you need to bring her to me. Raisa.”
Nada didn’t ask how. Salwe didn’t like to get into the nitty-gritty; she trained and trusted her women too much to get involved with the boots on the ground. “What about contact?”
“Tani will set up communications between us. We’ll use the mesh relays to escape grid surveillance. She will give you a quick refresher on their use before you leave. And to make sure there’s no evidence you’re connected to the Ahraar, you won’t carry a mesh when you leave the prison. Tani will bring it to you after. Understood?”
Nada nodded.
“Now go. The clock is ticking.”
Before Nada turned, Salwe added, “One more thing. There will be people sent to help you, to keep you on track.”
Was it Nada’s imagination, or did Salwe’s eyes narrow at that last part?
Did Salwe see the wheels turning in Nada’s brain? The plan to find Nayf superseding the plan to find Raisa?
Was Salwe going to have Nada spied on?
Half an hour later, when Nada, in sturdy lace-up boots and a gauzy lavender dress with matching pale amethyst-and-gold earrings, followed the palace guard out into the light of the stark desert surrounding the women’s prison, it was with a decision firmly in hand. She would comply with Salwe’s orders.
She had committed to the cause—disrupt Upper Earth’s choke hold on Aerd, what the revolutionaries called Lower Earth—and would stay committed.
But as soon as she found and delivered Raisa, she was going to find her brother.
No one else in the entire remaining Earth cared about him.
No one would stop her from making her way to him.
First, to apply one of the many lessons she’d learned from Salwe in prison: pickpocketing. The guard leading her out into the sunshine of Aerd had a store of stunfluid syringes in his belt, and before Nada sat down in the back of the vehicle, five were already in her hands, stealthily being shoved into her prison-issued duffel bag.
It had plenty of space, as it only carried a few items from Salwe and the tiny gifts Musaid had sent her. She wore the sea-glass necklace and bracelet she’d made from the pieces he’d collected for her over the years.
She left her notebook of records behind with Murda, the prison record-keeper. She’d be back anyhow—with Raisa.















8th Day of the Month of Graze
UPPER EARTH
GREGORIAN YEAR 2153
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
THE PROPOSAL
To prepare the populace to receive our marriage with open arms, Papa and the council have allowed news of our impending betrothal to spread over Lower Earth since the Autumn’s Eve Gala. But by the completion of our fourth date in as many days, Lein still hasn’t officially proposed.
Longer than the norm.
For those who want children with their chosen mates—and childbirth is amply rewarded in Upper Earth—quick and early relationship-matching is the effective solution. Half of my peers decided on their parenting partners long before they turned nineteen, within three serious dates. The window for child-making is only seven to ten years after puberty, if you’re fortunate.
At first it was only those on Lower Earth whose fertility was affected by the pathogens released by the earth throwing up human-made poisons in the Great Catastrophe. Lower Earthers were already prone to younger couplings—something unseen in the early years of Upper Earth’s establishment—but when there were twenty years’ worth of alarming data demonstrating a steady decline in full-term pregnancies for us, too, we in Upper Earth realized all the work we’d done to seal our environment from Lower Earth diseases wasn’t foolproof.
We don’t simply call ourselves Upper “Earth” to be inclusive; it’s also because the reality is we are of the earth. This is why Papa has always said it’s important that we’re united—it’s the only way to save us up here, too; the only way to save us up here is for those below to simply agree to the same care we show for our environment, for our health, for one another.
That Lein believes this as strongly as Papa does is the greatest thing in his favor.
That he pursues me with a passion that makes me feel like I’m the most beautiful person in the world, when I’d felt out of sorts among my peers growing up, is a bonus factor.
Though he hasn’t proposed—and I wonder how Lower Earthers actually do propose, if our customs are different—it’s obvious he wants me.
And I want him back.
I can’t stop the sudden swoop of feelings rushing to my heart whenever he looks at me. The feelings come unbidden. On our second date, Lein changed from the man my father wanted me to marry to the man I wanted to marry.
No one will love you for you. Papa’s voice enters my head, always ready to set me right. They’ll love you for your wealth, for your power, for being my daughter. Be ready, rest assured, be content with that knowledge, and you’ll be strategically two steps ahead of everyone.
Papa taught me this long ago to make sure I wouldn’t fall for anyone unless it was for the right purpose. Now that it is, I wonder if the teaching embedded in my mind is still true. Though my scalplink is off, as is customary on dates, Papa’s advice is ever-present and swirls in my head as if thinkmode was always on.
I come back to my reality: Lein and I are on our fifth date, watching the warm-water fish swim in the aquarium at the Museum of Temporal Worlds.
Lein moves his hand from between us and drapes it across the back of the bench we’re sitting on, behind me. We’re sharing a Berry Sensation, shaved ice that promises cool beats of a different berry in every bite, though it’s artificially flavored, thanks to the brutes who’ve slowed the flow of real fruit.
“Strawberry.” Lein closes his eyes. “My second-favorite fruit.” He dips his sugarcane spoon into the ice and moves it around. He scoops a particularly bright pink pile of shavings and tastes it before turning to me. “Some for you.”
He brings it to my mouth but doesn’t pass it through my lips, which are already open, waiting. Instead, he runs it over my bottom lip, and when I look bemusedly at him, he finally scoops the pink ice in, lets me taste it. He leans in, eyes closing, half smile on his lips.
I immediately lean back.
Alet’s reminder based on the palace dossier speaks in my head: Do not let him get close to you physically until you’ve secured his vow. While he definitely rejects his father’s methods, Lein has grown up with them. It’s the palace way to sleep with as many women as they want.
I look straight ahead at the jellyfish huffing their way to the top of the aquarium wall and spoon more ice into my mouth. “Blueberries. Mmm.”
“Interesting way to say no to a kiss.” Lein straightens his legs and sits back on the bench, removing the arm that had been almost sheltering me, to drop it into his lap. I yearned for his touch, having wondered for so long how it feels to be wrapped in reciprocal longing, so I swallow my sadness along with the blueberry ice. That is lust. Loving longing doesn’t exist, my mind cautions me. Or is it a Papa teaching?
I perk up at being consoled by the reality that Papa taught me in order that I may become as powerful as he is: To not expect love and to not depend on it is to be free of another’s hold on you.
A museum guard wanders into the warm-waters room, followed by a gaggle of kids slurping on drinks, casting quick glances at the exhibits around them. They move on, and Lein sighs. “If I’m counting correctly, that’s the fourth rejection of my attempts to kiss you.”
“If I’m counting correctly, this is our fifth date. With no spoken movement.” I don’t add toward the goal of this relationship.
He cocks his head and looks at me, eyes meeting mine, amusement on his face. Like the flashes of a school of tiny fish turning in unison as they swim ahead of me, several flutters move within me, reaching for my heart, causing my hand, still feeding myself ice, to shake a bit. A bit of blue drips off my chin to my thigh. My jade-green purform coverall absorbs it and cleans the color off.
He’s unbelievably handsome and he knows it. The world—the entire universe of Upper and Lower Earth—knows it.
Now that I’ve gotten to spend close time with him, I know it.
Hair short at the sides, leading to a bit more on top. Balanced bone structure under even olive-hued skin. Piercing dark eyes that don’t hide his keen interest in his surroundings. In me.
Supreme confidence. In the way he looks at you, in the way he walks into a room, in the way he makes you feel like you are only his.
Even if he hasn’t said it yet.
Stop galloping ahead, I tell myself. There is no such thing as love. The things I feel are due to my unsteady inner temperament. He obviously doesn’t feel the same.
“I’ve never met a girl like you. So quiet and yet so certain of what she wants.” Lein looks ahead. A dolphin comes right up to the glass, directing its goofy smile at us. “She wants to know if I want her forever before she kisses me,” he confides in the dolphin.
“She wants to know why he wants to kiss these lips anyway.” I slide the cold spoon along my lips, risk a tease. “These raspberry lips.”
“Well, tell her it’s because those lips were cherry red when I first saw them, and that’s the fruit I love best of all.” He turns to me and suddenly plunges his spoon into the cup of shaved ice. “Another thing I’ve never seen: someone eating this thing so slow.”
He pokes the spoon in, wiggles it around, and brings it back. Ice melts off it back into the cup. He tries again.
He’s fishing for something, and it only hits me what it could be when he holds the spoon up, a candy ring around it. He turns to the fish tank, the dolphin gone now, a school of yellow minnows swimming by. “I know it’s kind of cheap, but it’s all I can afford at the moment as next in line to the throne.”
I smile, and he drops the ring back into the ice. He fumbles in his pocket—the first time I’ve seen him nervous—and pulls out a gold ring with a big green emerald in the midst of diamonds. “This is the most beautiful green ring in the palace treasury, and I learned it belonged to my great-grandmother, a woman who also knew what she wanted. The only thing I wanted was the ring to be green to remember the first time I saw you. Wearing green, my favorite color. Beautiful.”
He kneels on the marble floor. “Will you be my forever?”
For a moment, I contemplate lining my lips with cherry ice in response, in cheeky invitation, but I squash that impulse with a pragmatic nod.
This is indeed a pragmatic moment—a moment to usher in a better future.
One in every three humans on Lower Earth currently has no family, and most children on the land below us are orphans, so the allure of such an auspicious match is truly a tide of hope for them.
They’ll understand stability is on the horizon for all of us.
Ours is squarely a political marriage, I know, and must remember at all times. Even though I’m falling hard for this boy from Lower Earth.
He puts out a hand to help me up from the bench, but I help myself up. I always listen to Papa: Secure his vow before he feels secure with you.



With my marriage settled, I will finally visit Lower Earth. And see where I was born—where my mother died.
Papa told me I was born on the Bridge, the expanse of huge lily-pad-like configurations of residences and processing plants and launch sites, situated atop—and powered by—the North Atlantic Ocean. That’s where he fell in love with my mother when he was a young architect doing fieldwork. Mother’s family had fled to the Bridge as Lower Earth refugees when she was a baby. Her engineer father had already been working on short contracts on the Bridge, so it was easier for her family than for most others to secure a safe ride on an air carrier, unlike the many who, fleeing the brutes, ended up drowning due to rickety boats and rafts.
The history of the Bridge is the history of the Great Catastrophe, the knowledge of which is among our first schooling streams when we’re knitted into ALIGN at the age of three—though for me it was later, as I joined at nine when I moved to Upper Earth.
The Great Catastrophe is our first bedtime story.
The short form of it is that when Earth changed 126 years ago, those who had foreseen the environmental catastrophe to come had built a massive hovering terrain out of reach of the dangers of the still-volatile land.
They were the visionaries who believed a new world had to be conjured from the old one.
Before they zoomed up in air carriers to settle Upper Earth, the visionaries had lived on the Bridge in the years leading up to Earth’s demise, while completing the engineering of this marvel in the sky.
They allowed those of Lower Earth—like my grandfather—who had skills or education passed down in their families, as there was no schooling on Lower Earth, to work on the Bridge and approved many to live there as well. The upstanding ones who rejected brutish ways.
We don’t let many up on Upper Earth, though. It is too dangerous to disrupt our society.
Life is good up here. We flourish in all ways. And this is why we know, just as residents of the Bridge knitted into our system a decade ago know, that the inhabitants of Lower Earth will finally feel peace and security if they also join our alliance. That they—even the brutes ravaging their societies—can transform their world into an oasis of calm and exciting innovation.
While I’m excited to be marrying Lein, I’m more eager to usher in the Enlightenment, to complete my mother’s last request.






A Notice for the General Public No. 4424:

Agreement Ratified:

Lower Earth to Join ALIGN

From: ALIGN Council of Guardians of Upper Earth and the lands known as the Bridge

To: Residents of Upper Earth, the Bridge, and Lower Earth

After two decades of negotiations, Lower Earth has been formally accepted into the Alliance Liberté of Independent Guardian Nations.

With this merger, those remaining in the human family after the Great Catastrophe will be united; a future free of war and instability is at last on the horizon.

Under the terms, to ensure the dismantling of criminal gangs and brute cells currently exploiting Lower Earth’s citizens, especially preying on its most vulnerable sectors, the populace will transition to ALIGN’s regulatory system immediately through the launch of the Enlightenment Project. With their permission, Lower Earth residents will be knitted into the unified streams of knowledge cataloging the best of human excellence before the Great Catastrophe.

Civilization will overturn anarchy. The meek will no longer be preyed upon by the powerful.

Brutes will find no place in the new world order.

The War on Brutality will be won.

Due to their extraordinary commitment to organizing employment and providing protections to the endangered peoples of Lower Earth for over seventy years, the Verg royal family, under the leadership of Crown Prince Lein, will oversee the Enlightenment Project in collaboration with Chief Guardian Aeon Freelund.

















9th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF THE EVER-CHANGING AERD
Nada could not take her eyes away from the desolation that greeted her outside the window of the land carrier as it sped through the parched terrain. Only one word adequately summed up the land and its peoples: scarred.
It wasn’t only that Namarax prison was far from civilization, close to the edges of where the earth became volatile, the ground unsteady from repeated earthquakes and sinkholes, that the view was so bleak. Even as the vehicle moved away from the barren prison property and its massive greenhoused crop fields, closer to villages and towns, the signs of desperation didn’t abate.
Rubble, dust, men standing idly, not even in groups, but singly, staring at nothing. Women hurrying by, something in their hands, most often scraps, a pot, firewood, something to ferry to someone, to somewhere. A child here and there, always clinging to an adult.
Whenever these people heard the land carrier Nada was in, they stopped and stared with mouths agape, especially at her sitting in the back. She did what she’d always done since she was a child, when she’d first learned she was born different from her world, that she was privileged: She looked at the ground, wishing she could disappear into it for a while.
The ground she sought refuge in—the land—looked bleached. Like it didn’t know what its original colors were.
Nada had noticed some changes when she’d been driven out of and into prison on her brief release at sixteen, but this time it was worse.
Or was it just her imagination? An imagination fed by the constant conferring with Salwe on the destruction of Aerd by Upper Earth and its enterprises?
Even though it was evident from the lack of vehicles on the road and the condition of the homes she saw, had poverty worsened and become more widespread?
As the land carrier slowed to a stop at the labored crossing of a herd of three emaciated goats, a little boy ran toward her window with a stick held out like a gun, his face scowling menacingly. A man grabbed him from behind and held him back, though the boy still shot at Nada, his mouth making pow pow pow sounds. Clutching the boy to him, the man dropped to his knees, face full of anguish, one hand going to his forehead to tap it reverently, seeking forgiveness from Nada.
The palace guard got out.
Nada tried to open her door, but it was locked, no unlocking mechanism in sight. She scrambled over to the front seat, deftly moving out of the driver’s grasp, and ran to clutch at the guard’s hand reaching for the weapon at his waist. “NO!”
The guard turned to her. “Go back to the car, dear cousin.”
“No, let him be!” She ran to stand in front of the boy now sitting in the sobbing man’s lap. The scowl was completely gone from the boy’s face, replaced by wide, perplexed eyes. His gun lay slack against his thigh, back to looking like the twig it was. “Whatever you want to do to them, do it to me instead!”
The guard stared at her through the translucent blue of his visor and then turned around and walked back to the car. Nada remained standing, uncertain as to whether she should trust one of Amir Gauis’s men.
“Go.” A raspy whisper from behind her. “It doesn’t do you nor us any good to help us.”
She turned to the man, who was standing now, his weather-beaten face a map of sorrow and hardship. He looked like he was over fifty, but she knew from Salwe’s education that he most probably was a little more than ten years older than Nada herself, especially to have a child so young.
“Are you a farmer?” Nada asked.
“No, they’re the village goats.” He looked down. “I’m a miner.”
The smell in the air; elderly hands but strong arms. “Devil’s gold?”
He nodded sheepishly. “The other mines are only for Imprints. We are the nothing people.”
The life expectancy for black-market miners who dug pure sulfur—devil’s gold—was thirty-five. She realized she was talking to a man close to death. She nodded with him, affirming him. “Yes, the regulated mines are for Imprints. And prisoners.”
“It is too hard to get into prison for us. Crime for us means death, whatever the crime.” The man spoke apologetically, as though ashamed of not having the qualifications to be a proper criminal, let alone the recognition to be imprinted with a tattooed code allowing him to work. “We can sell the sulfur to the men who sell to the prison farms.”
The nothing people existed on the fringes because they’d straggled in, in small groups, decades after the Last Migration, and had been viewed suspiciously ever since by everyone else.
“Get back in the carrier, dear cousin.” From the land carrier, the guard’s voice was a level firmer.
Nada squatted and smiled at the boy, who remained on the ground. He didn’t smile back but let his mouth go slack, as though spellbound. His front teeth, upper and lower, were missing. “Let’s trade? I need a gun, and maybe you’ll like this.” She rolled her sea-glass bracelet off her wrist and held it out. “These are from the beach on the other side of Lower Earth, near the Bridge. Near the ocean. The water gives many gifts like this.”
The boy nodded and held out his hand to grab the threaded bracelet, but Nada slipped it on his thin wrist for him, holding his bony hand gently in hers as she wound the bracelet twice so it fit securely. The man bent and prodded the boy with a finger. “Speak your thanks.”
“Thank you.” The boy gave her his twig. “Gun.”
“Thank you.” Holding the twig cautiously, as though it were locked and loaded, Nada stood up and tucked it into the jeweled belt of her dress. “I’ll be careful with it.”
She got into the land carrier, and as it rolled away, the guard stuck his head out and shot a goat. The driver laughed. Nada turned back to see the miner run to the animal. The boy stared at the carrier, and Nada stared beyond, grateful a goat was the only price paid.
Her stare took in a rudimentary print of a black bird mid-flight, stenciled onto the trunk of a tree. As the carrier picked up speed, she strained her neck to peer back and realized the image was made up of a single word calligraphed in the shape of the bird.
Fledgling.



As the landscape changed from desert to mountains, from sparse vegetation to swaths of lush forests, from the dusty markets and shantytowns on the edges of Lower Earth to the bustling hubs of mostly black-market commerce surrounded by clusters of sunken buildings, the image of the bird began reappearing slowly—then, like flicking the pages of a book with corners of doodles that animated to life, it was everywhere.
Painted on trees, spray-painted on buildings.
Hope is the thing with feathers, Nene Nushba’s favorite poem began in Nada’s mind, and, stricken, she stopped the rest of the words from tumbling out, worried she’d end up saying her grandmother’s name aloud if she brought to mind anything to do with her. She’d be resentenced to Namarax before she could set into motion even the first step of her mission from Salwe.
Concentrate on the bird everywhere outside the land carrier windows.
In her prior release, Nada had seen the image a few times, not as calligraphy, though. An odd bird spray-painted here and there. Nothing to remark upon.
But now she watched in fascination as the image changed, evolved perhaps, and increased in frequency as they neared the area of Verg, the capital of Lower Earth, where the palace was situated in the midst of a greenbelt that kept the pollution of the city far away.
Now the bird, in addition to graffiti, appeared in posted images, sharp and slick, papered over other notices, the calligraphy more sophisticated.
“What is that?” she asked the driver, who wasn’t helmeted like the guard and was presumably more open to acting human. “The bird drawn everywhere?”
The only indication that the driver had heard her was his quick glance at the guard beside him.
“I’ve been released. I’m no longer a prisoner for the next two weeks. You can answer me.”
“We answer to Crown Prince Lein, not to you.” The driver spoke hesitantly at first, as though he wasn’t sure he was allowed to open his mouth, and then quickly, swallowing the end of his utterance.
“Where’s Musaid, the regular driver? Why isn’t he the one driving me back like last time?”
The driver looked straight ahead.
Suddenly, Nada saw an image of a bird that wasn’t one. It was a girl—but at the same time, avian.
A girl in black, face covered except for her eyes, hands partially covered in fingerless gloves, fingers of her right hand drawing away a hoodlike scarf to stare at the viewer. Atop the scarf, on one side, were black wings—but not light, gossamer ones like those of butterflies or dainty veiny moth wings. These were solid feathered sets of wings, some mid-flap, some beginning to spread, some soaring. Powerful feathers.
Salvation is coming, the script under it said.
“Who is the Fledgling?” Nada asked the silent vehicle, and neither of the men in the front moved a fraction of an inch. “Why is she everywhere?”
The guard suddenly whipped his head against the back of his seat as though prodded with a hot metal rod and then stilled himself. After a few seconds, he swiveled his head in a smooth motion that made Nada think of the cameras in prison that arbitrarily swiveled to focus on certain prisoners. “I’ll tell you about the Fledgling when you arrive. I’m expecting you, dear cousin.”
It was Lein’s voice coming through the guard’s helmet.
Nada sat back in her seat, eyes wide. She’d known that Lein would have his eyes and ears in the land carrier, but this taking over of the guard’s body meant that some things had become more sophisticated in the years she’d been locked away: The palace had their hands on more Upper Earth technology.
And they were using it to fuel their power.















9th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A RETURN
She walked through the cool, quiet, and lush halls of the palace courtyard, green with thriving vegetation everywhere, grudgingly impressed at how Lein had kept up the openness and nature he loved so much. Even parts of the foyer had been renovated to allow light and air in, with plants waterfalling in from outside through the ceiling above them.
“You’re here. Thank you.” Lein, in a dark teal purform suit, stood at the top of the staircase that led to his wing of the palace. His smile was unchanged—still performatively polite but guarded, still rehearsed.
Nada gazed up at him blankly, giving him nothing. Was he really pretending that she had chosen to attend his wedding celebrations? That she hadn’t been imprisoned all this time on his father’s orders? “Congratulations.”
“Again, thank you.” He began descending. “She’s not my type, my fiancée, but we must sacrifice for our world. And I thank you for that, too, Nada. Your sacrifice at Namarax.”
“Where’s Nayf?”
“Unfortunately, as you know, he’s not the sacrificing type. His kind only wants comfort. He couldn’t put up with being imprisoned for his own good.” Lein was almost at the bottom of the stairs, and Nada had to physically step away in case she became violent. The use of violence had rules, according to Salwe: only when necessary, only when the repercussions justified it, only well planned, and then, she’d said, make it big, unforgettable. This, Lein’s smugness, wasn’t a worthy target. “I’m glad you’re dressed up. You’ll find more fancy dresses in your old room, all with matching jewelry. The series of festivities start tomorrow, when I bring Raisa home. Make sure you welcome her, cousin. We’ll appear at all public-facing events together, as a family.” He beamed at that.
“When does she arrive?”
“Early tomorrow, first light. UM will collect her from Upper Earth.” Her shock must have shown on her face, because he laughed. “Oh, you didn’t know? Underground Musaid has graduated. Finally fulfilling his dream—my personal air carrier pilot. Remember when I first discovered him? He’s exceeded all our expectations.”
Lein did not “discover” Musaid.
Musaid was a part of my and Nene Nushba’s hearts before anyone else in the palace knew him.
Nada tried to swallow her feelings—now growing exponentially—tried to rein them in, but she could feel them escaping, like air from a repeatedly punctured balloon. She squeaked, “Where is—” before clearing her voice of its emotion, unwilling to reveal to Lein how much the answer meant to her in more ways than one. “Where is Musaid now? I want to say hello.”
“Probably in town or at the hangar. Or at that cesspool of a tea café he likes, you know the one. I’d offer to take you, but I’m on my way to pick up my drunken father again.” Lein shook his head. “He hasn’t changed.”
“From town?” She could hitch a ride in the back of his car. As a child, Nada had learned from Musaid how to stow away in the trunk safely, how to unlatch it from the inside. One of the many tricks they’d spent their time perfecting, left to their own devices at the palace before Nene Nushba died, before Nada was sent away to prison.
“I thought we were going to our away home?” A young woman appeared at the top of the stairs to Lein’s quarters, a white slip of a dress hanging on her diminutive frame, blond hair parted and falling below her shoulders, hands clutching a case. Her face looked morose, lips pouting due to sadness rather than entitlement. “You’re not taking me back to the bride market, are you?”
“Wait in the carrier for me,” Lein commanded without glancing back, the girl now making her way tentatively down the steps as though she was frightened of falling. She kept peering at Nada after every step, clearly unsure of whether she was friend or foe or competitor.
Lein turned back to Nada and lowered his voice. “Yes, I’m picking up Father from town.” He then spoke louder. “Nada, say hello and goodbye to Clure. Then follow me into the library. We don’t call it Nayf’s library anymore.” He chuckled at that, and Nada took a step back again. She couldn’t be around Lein too much, be around his callousness, without exploding; she’d be resentenced to prison in less than a day, and she needed her freedom—it’s the only way to free everyone.
She had to believe this preposterously hopeful thing, that she was going to help the revolutionaries wrest back Aerd from its exploiters.
He turned around. “Why aren’t you following? I want to introduce you to my bride before you meet her in person. Especially since you asked about the Fledgling.”
At hearing the word bride, Clure let a little sound escape as she fluttered toward the doors to the courtyard, and Nada turned to see that it was a sob; a tear began to trickle down her face, the round embed outside her left eye clearly visible, indicating she was deemed a purchasable human.
Nada clutched her duffel to stop her hands from closing into tight fists ready to pummel Lein. How could she and Nayf be cousins of Lein? Their family tree was convoluted, and the only thing that gave her some assurance of distinction was that his father and hers were not brothers, that Lein and her were not direct first cousins, that Lein was not from Nene Nushba’s side of the family.
However, while she had disavowed her royal status to Salwe in prison, she couldn’t pretend away the blood she shared with Lein through her late grandfather, Amir Gauis’s brother.
The library was a changed place. Gone were the books that had lined the walls from floor to ceiling; gone were the comfortable chairs and desks. Now the walls were bare, but moving, obviously living and linked to…could it be ALIGN? Already?
Was her dismay written all over her face? That in three short years, Lein had hastened the delivery of Aerd to Upper Earth, beyond even his father’s efforts?
If she was an open book, it was apparent Lein wasn’t a reader as he smiled at her grimace and went to a lengthy table that appeared to serve as his desk. He stood but indicated for Nada to take a seat at the low white lounge chairs in the center of the room, flanked by even lower end tables. “You asked, ‘Who is the Fledgling?’ and I was delighted. Because no one should be out in our world today without knowing that answer, especially you, a princess of Lower Earth.”
The wall across from Nada came to life with millions of points of light that disappeared and then flashed randomly to join and make the image she’d seen in the streets, the bird made up of the word Fledgling written in calligraphy.
“Let your grandmother tell you. Yes, Nene Nushba.” He raised his eyebrows. “No, dear cousin, it is no longer forbidden to say her name. For she foretold the rise of the Fledgling, the rise of the one who will bring peace into the universe, uniting all the realms of this splintered world.”
Nada watched in horror as Nene Nushba’s face appeared on the wall, looking directly at her, her voice emerging with eerie accuracy, the same wisdom tinged with weariness, the same loving concern shared serenely. “ ‘Hope is the thing with feathers / That perches in the soul, / And sings the tune without the words, / And never stops at all…’ This old poem is my most cherished poem and became even more so when it connected to a most cherished dream I’ve had repeatedly since I became leader of Lower Earth, of Aerd, upon both my sons’ passings. A bird flies to us in the midst of war and desolation, bringing a seed of peace. For, while it is true that within every civilization are seeds of its destruction, there are also seeds of its upliftment scattered in the chaos—but only some can find and carry those seeds. I believe a young one will arise, or even fly down, pointing the way forward to a world without the savagery we are seeing today. I believe it is a real person, not figurative. You will know her when you see her, for she will remind you of hope instantly, that thing with feathers.”
The points of light that created Nene Nushba’s face disbanded and came together again to create the image of the girl Nada had seen painted in the streets, with feathers in her head cover.
Lein cleared his throat and took a breath as if resuming a meeting. “Before she died, may she rest in peace, Nene Nushba shared this speech with the brutes she used to hold meetings with, and they stored it as an aura on their pitiful comm links. The brutes kept it to themselves, in their selfish agenda to wreak chaos and exploit the weak with nonsensical tales of self-determination, when all they want is disorder and anarchy. Dear cousin, they spread the rumors of a bird, a literal bird.” Lein burst out in laughter behind Nada, but she didn’t turn, tears streaming down her face at the first time she’d seen her grandmother since her murder, because video and aura captures of Nene Nushba had been deemed illegal upon her death. “Can you imagine? They told the people that Nene Nushba had foretold the rising of a bird that would free them from the tyranny they’ve led themselves to believe they live in. They didn’t want to believe it was a girl, a woman, for they despise women! That is why those bird pictures were all over the place, filled with words promising freedom! The brutes wanted people to unite under that imagery, make a flock to destroy the palace, destroy us, Nada. They fed and made a mockery of the people’s hopes to allow them to gain power, and so, of course, Father squashed those images. Naturally. Papered over them; anyone caught putting them up or painting them was immediately arrested for treason, for conspiring with the brutes.” Lein walked up to where she was seated, and Nada wiped quickly at her face, unwilling to let him see her vulnerability, how she’d been trying hard to not remember the rumors she’d heard of the manner in which Nene Nushba had been killed.
Again, Lein didn’t seem to notice anything about her state, though, and instead went up to the live wall and turned to her. “However, that’s all changed. Because we, fortunately, got our hands on the truth. The Fledgling is not what the brutes were feeding to the masses. Thanks to ALIGN, we were able to obtain the full footage months ago, view the entire thing, where your grandmother clarifies that the Fledgling is a person, a girl specifically. Someone from Lower Earth. We of course released it immediately to the people to correct the brutes’ propaganda. That was months ago.” He paused. “And last week, we released this newest aura to Lower Earth. You asked, ‘Who is the Fledgling?’ Behold.”
The wall came to life again as the covered girl with feathers on her head transformed until her face and hair were revealed, a scalplink attached to her head, jeweled black feathers arising from it. She spoke in a strong, confident voice that matched her steady gaze and her dark red lips. “I’m Raisa, born of Lower Earth, and I bring you peace through Enlightenment.”
“Meet my fiancée,” Lein said. “The seed she brings is unity, knitting us all under ALIGN.”
Nada blinked uncomprehendingly.
“Don’t you understand, Nada?” He finally seemed to decipher her face, read her confusion. “Your grandmother was so smart, smarter than every one of us. She did want peace on Earth after all. She was not talking to the brutes, the revolutionaries as they call themselves, to listen to their ideas for a severance from Upper Earth. She was attempting to convince them that entering their consciousnesses into the ALIGN system was the way forward. That’s the seed. It’s the idea of Enlightenment!”
He flicked his hands, and an aura played in the air in front of Nada: footage of Nene Nushba conferring with the chief guardian of ALIGN.
In the scene, Nene Nushba leaned forward, her eyes wide. “I need time to make this happen. The people are tired. The gangs continue to terrorize, hunting the meek, driving them into the woods, underground. They will welcome the new world order. But they need to be prepared to accept it.”
Nada peered…Was that who she thought it was beside Nene Nushba? The old man? No, never, he would never betray the people of Lower Earth! She stood up, agitation exploding out of her. “That’s a lie! She would rather die than say that! And that’s exactly why she was killed!”
Lein smiled. “Ah, the old Nada has returned. Do you deny that the people are tired of the rampaging anarchists? The looters and exploiters running criminal rings trafficking people and illegal goods? Fanning both preposterously ambitious and backward ideas that don’t allow any developments in our society?” He flicked his hands again, and a montage of views of Lower Earth played: the lands of despair Nada had ridden through earlier, then auras of carts holding women tied up, of children quivering in cages, of landfills being picked through. Finally, auras of Upper Earth: clean streets, orderly gardens, neighborhoods in different styles, with cheery people on the streets chatting with one another, baskets of flowers or fruit or bread in their hands. Happy, sanitized, civilized. “I for one want better for Lower Earth. I want to see it beautiful, with the best of all that life has to offer.”
“And you think using and discarding women like Clure, while faking your wedding to another, enjoying exploitive enterprises like the bride market, letting the auctioning of women thrive under your watch while cracking down on people papering images of birds is the best life has to offer?” Nada stared into Lein’s eyes, willing him not to look away. “That is not the kind of better world I want—perfection built on injustice. And it’s not the kind my grandmother wanted either. Maybe, with your tampered recordings from ALIGN, you’ll be able to hoodwink the people who didn’t know her, but you’ll never be able to convince me otherwise.”
She walked to the door, but before she exited, she turned back to his still-smiling face. “Yes, the old Nada is back. Just remember she never fell for your tricks, even as a kid.”
“Ah, so you’re saying you still possess that willful and impulsive attitude that landed you in prison?” he goaded. “The first time and the second time? Remember you were granted probation at sixteen, offered full freedom if you behaved. And you didn’t. Like now. Again.” He sighed.
Nada stopped, one foot out the door. She closed her eyes, trying to still the panic arising.
She’d done it once more, impulsively given in to her anger. She thought she’d outgrown such outbursts under Salwe’s tutelage: Thinking is the first part of fighting.
I can’t go back to prison without stopping the wedding.
Without Raisa.
She spun around to face him. “Lein, I’m here to be family at your wedding. I know the release is temporary, but I promise you I’ll act in good faith.”
“Is that an apology? For your insolence at my attempts to share something exciting?”
“Yes, I’m sorry. My temper got the better of me. Please forgive me.” She swallowed after uttering the lie, heat rising in her face from shame at groveling before Lein. Patience, she told herself. “I can’t wait to meet Raisa and welcome her.”
“I accept that. But one hint otherwise and it won’t be Namarax, the soft prison, for you. You know Father loves meting out his own sense of justice. I don’t agree with his methods, preferring much more civilized tactics myself, but I also know his ways are brutally effective.” He offered a smile, a genuine one at that.
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A RECORD OF AN ATTEMPTED REUNION
Silk Road Teahouse was a bustling place. At any other time, this would have been perfect for Nada, seated at the back of the tea shop, a pot of ginger-apple tea on the round table in front of her, a turquoise cup raised to her lips. She could observe the place unobserved herself, stake out the one she wanted in the crowd, and pounce in peace.
But now it was getting harder to ignore the increasing number of men turning to take another look at her.
The latest ALIGN appeal punctuating the soccer game playing on the four small screens of the shop was beginning to work.
With a wrung heart, Nada watched Nayf’s face periodically flash between shots of the players kicking the ball, his grimace on an arrest photo ribboned with AN APPEAL TO THE GENERAL PUBLIC OF ALIGN, OF PARTICULAR CONCERN TO THE UPCOMING SIGNATORY NATION OF LOWER EARTH: COUNCIL OF GAURDIANS SEEKS BLACKWATER PRISON ESCAPEE.
It was on blast every ten minutes. And while it hurt her to see her brother being so actively hunted, it also spotlighted her folly: Showing up in a public setting in the rough long gray thobe she’d stolen from the back of a parked land carrier to cover her lavender dress, paired with a red checkered head cover wound around her head to hide her bangs and braids, could only result in one thing—she’d be mistaken for her twin, Nayf.
In a matter of minutes, someone would report her.
It had been hard sneaking out of the palace, escaping detection by the guards roaming the place, and getting in the trunk of Lein’s land carrier, but now she had to leave before it all exploded in her face—ending her mission for good.
She got up and then sat back down abruptly.
Her reason for waiting over an hour in this stifling teahouse had entered.
Musaid.
He’d just taken a seat, and within seconds, the server was already at his table with his tea, frothy and piping hot. He was a regular, and they loved him here, no surprise.
Nada watched him bring the tea in a glass cup to his lips, an easy, appreciative smile lighting his face immediately, the corners of his eyes crinkling at the simple delight. She took a sip of her own beverage and whispered, “Cinnarose, milky, extra strong. With just a hint of sweetness.”
It wasn’t just the way he took his tea…she remembered everything about him even though she hadn’t seen him properly in years.
She knew him inside out.
And once upon a time, he’d known her inside out too.
It had been so easy for them in the past, when they were kids. Back then, they’d both wanted the same thing: to be completely free in their little worlds. Maybe, because of that, they’d drawn closer and closer without even realizing it, until they’d wanted only to be with each other.
But then, after Nene Nushba’s death, they’d set off on different paths to freedom. Musaid had found comfort in believing the palace would lead the way to the freer world he wanted for himself. For Nada, it had been the opposite: Freeing Aerd from the palace’s and Upper Earth’s hold was to free herself.
She couldn’t be free until everyone was.
She set her teacup down with a hard clink and stood up. Time to act.
Musaid is an integral part of the pla— She paused. And sat down again.
His clothes.
They’d changed.
He’s dressed like Lein. The same kind of clothes.
Maybe he’d forgotten who he was, where he’d come from…



She’d stored a record of Musaid in her notebook in prison.
His early years—when she’d first met him as a five-year-old—and the seven years in between, before she went to prison, and then what happened when they met again briefly when she was sixteen.
When they’d fallen in deeper love despite their deepening fights…
When she’d covered for his crime…
She shut down that memory. It would only lead her off her path. She had one job to do: bring Raisa home.



Nada was about to stand up again, to make her way to Musaid serenely drinking his tea, when someone pulled a chair up to her single table and took a seat, his knee brushing against hers. “Let’s talk about Blackwater. And why you don’t want to go back there.”
Nada turned to bestow a long unbroken gaze at the interloper who’d mistaken her for Nayf. He appeared to be in his fifties, which meant he was probably in his thirties, with a clean-shaven face and graying hair curling from under a brimmed hat. His eyebrows, also graying, were raised in a got you! expression.
But his mouth gave him away. It was attempting a sneer of toughness, but the result was shaky, like someone lifting a weight they were too frail to handle.
Maybe his anxiety increased under her intense scrutiny and he wished to escape it, because he suddenly hit the table with a hand. “I wonder how big the reward from ALIGN will be. They love when their appeals are answered promptly. Especially if us Lower Earthers rise to the challenge of turning our own in. Or maybe a rich man like you can afford to pay me more than the council can?”
His hand shook after that juvenile attempt at blackmailing “Nayf.”
He was a coward trying on a cloak of brutality.
There was nothing Nada despised more. Cowards. Brutality.
Well, brutality without a cause. Brutality with a cause—she’d been trained to respect.
She whipped her left hand up under the table and plunged the stunfluid needle she’d been furtively extracting from her thobe pocket into his thigh. He immediately jerked.
Before he slumped onto the table, she put out her arms, and he fell neatly into them. She moved her head to kiss the air above his ears three times, feigning the Lower Earth tradition of greeting elders, for the benefit of those eyes in the tea shop finding their way to her again.
On the last kiss, she let him down into his chair, and when his body settled back, she pulled his hat low over his eyes. He looked like he was resting—but that ruse would only last so long.
Nada got up and squeezed through the narrow space behind her table, sticking close to the wall as she headed to the corridor of restrooms. She’d need to escape through a window and continue stalking Musaid outside Silk Road Teahouse.
With “Wanted” streams of Nayf everywhere, her time was further limited now.
Why, Nayf?
Why couldn’t he have waited for Salwe to get him out like the older woman had been planning with the Ahraar men who’d commit small crimes to get into prison to communicate with Nayf?
Like Nada had sent messages into the sky each night, imagining they reached him? We were born into the world at the same time, she often whispered as she lay to sleep, went to prison at the same time. When I’m free, you’ll be too. Wait for me to get you out.
It was so unlike him to be impulsive.
He planned things carefully to make sure they were as successful as possible, and if he said he’d do something, that he’d be somewhere, he would honor it—because he’d only promise what he could deliver.
Nayf had once said promises were the most important tests for yourself to pass, and he never wanted to fail a single one. To Nada’s memory, he’d never gone back on his word. Not once since they were children. And it had been frustrating when he couldn’t make the promises Nada desperately wanted to hear—like, right after the rumors of Nene Nushba’s murder, when Nada had wanted him to promise they’d find out what had really happened to their grandmother, where she was buried, he’d flatly refused.
He’d said that was a test he couldn’t pass. And Nada had shuddered for some reason, certain Nene Nushba wouldn’t be happy with that answer, like she was waiting in a cage in a dark room for them to find the truth. Like she couldn’t be released to heaven without it.
But that was Nayf.
Nada, on the other hand, scanned a situation and decided on a move quickly. Sometimes it resulted in more trouble, but it felt like they’d already been through the worst trouble: losing their parents, then their grandmother, their freedom, their world.
Nothing worse could come, she’d decided. So I’ll move forward into the eye of a sinister storm, and if I die, I’ll die having tried to blind it.
Its howls and wails are just noise to move through.
She didn’t want to die, though.
She loved Aerd too much for that. She also loved Nayf too much to risk her life now—she needed to be alive and free to rescue him. Even if he was making her mission harder—why, Nayf?!—than it needed to be.
Like right now, furtively moving through the streets trying to find some cover for herself that would allow her to continue watching the exit of Silk Road Teahouse so she could resume her trail of Musaid.
Two girls walking by her suddenly burst into giggles at something, and Nada turned around to watch them.
There was something familiar about them.
They were both wearing mock scalplinks with shimmery black feathers at one side of their foreheads.
Like the recording of Raisa that Lein had played for her.
Like the Fledgling. Or…Upper Earth’s version of it.
She followed behind them and approached once she got close enough. “Excuse me, where did you get those? They’re so…so beautiful.”
“From the bangle man. He just got them in. There’s still a few left if you go now.” One of the girls looked earnest, beaming at Nada. She had makeup on that went straight across in a thick band from the outer edges of her eyes over the bridge of her nose, in black, metallic dark green, and blue. The colors merged stunningly with her “scalplink” feathers and covered the tattoo outside her right eye that indicated she was an Imprint.
The other girl wore no makeup and had a large overstuffed pink vinyl bag hanging off her arm.
“The Grand Market?” Nada asked, noting a clear makeup case peeking out of the pink bag.
They looked at her and burst into laughter in unison again, and Nada laughed with them. “I’m joking, the knockoff market of course. I just haven’t been in a while.” She laughed once more, this time feigning sheepishness. The Grand Market was for Upper Earthers to purchase quaint Lower Earth products.
They nodded, and the earnest girl added, “Yeah, the bangle man is still there, same spot.”
“Thanks so much. You look beautiful!” Nada turned away, shoving the makeup case she’d just stolen from the other girl’s bag into her thobe’s pocket. It had been easy; after glancing around for something more exciting than a sidewalk chat with a stranger while her friend did the speaking, the second girl had closed her eyes while squealing with laughter when Nada asked about the wrong market. Nada had slid a ring off her finger and dropped it into the pink bag as a trade.
She knew bringing up the Grand Market would provide the required distraction. Only Upper Earthers, Bridge Guardians, and Verg royals could afford to shop there.
After stealing a jeweled and feathery scalplink from the bangle man’s street cart, leaving him another ring in return, Nada pulled a plastic sheet from the front of a newly painted food truck, swiped a long hooded black coat that looked her size from the window of a dry cleaner (it was so beautiful, she left the amethyst-and-gold earrings on the counter), and hurried into an alley she’d sighted a dumpster in. She climbed in, spread the plastic over the garbage, and wiggled out of the thobe, threw off the head wrap. Outside the dumpster, there were only the regular street sounds to contend with, but it felt like there was the noise of a giant timer hanging above her, warning her of the fact that Musaid was going to leave the teahouse any moment now, that she’d lose him.
To further distract from the almost-inescapable match to Nayf, she loosened her long braids and let her dark hair fall in waves to the front of her lavender dress. Her hands scrambled for the makeup bag. A mask to cover her eyes like the earnest girl’s was the last step to prevent being seen as Nayf’s doppelgänger.
Bonanza, the bag had a small compact mirror.
She lined her eyebrows and lids quickly, stilling her shaking fingers with a pinkie wedged against her cheek like a fulcrum, as her index and thumb raced time to apply dark gray eye shadow to match the charcoal gray of the feathers on her scalplink. It was one of three picked-over scalplinks the bangle man had had remaining in his cart. Everyone must have swooped in for the blue-black ones, like the feathers Raisa wore in her recording.
Raisa as the Fledging, bringing Enlightenment, must have become the newest obsession.
It was just like Salwe had predicted: Upper Earth was going to make the Enlightenment appealing to the part of the population that was open to it all.
The Imprints. They were the ones the palace permitted and regulated to work different jobs, having their work designations tattooed on the side of their right eyes. They earned money. They aspired to better lives. They wanted to live like those in Upper Earth did.
To them the Enlightenment was everything. Even at expenses they tried not to think about.
But luckily—hopefully—that segment of the populace was not big. And there were many resisters among them. Or, at least, that’s what Nada had been told. She tried not to think of Musaid’s transformation into a copy of Lein.
As she finished by dotting metallic violet on the outer edges of her eyes, she heard voices that grew apart from the street din. She immediately paused her movements and stared into her gray-and-violet hooded eyes in the mirror, frozen, listening.
“It’s two hundred million now.” A calm voice, matter-of-fact, entering the alley.
A whistle, low and long. “They doubled the reward so fast?”
“They’re afraid he’ll disrupt the wedding.” The first voice was louder.
“You sure he ran this way?”
The other voice didn’t answer. The calm one.
When the seconds drew out, Nada narrowed her eyes and grimaced at her reflection.
They must have stopped talking because they’re looking at the dumpster I’m in. The only thing parked in this alleyway.
They must be staring at the bin now.
That was the only reason for them to become so suddenly quiet in unison.
She didn’t want to use stunfluid again. When victims awoke, they remembered everything they’d seen up until the moment the weapon had rendered them unable to move for hours.
To be sighted again by two more people before she finished her mission was folly.
Should she kill?
How, though?
A knocking on the side of the bin. “We know you’re in there.”
Maybe with an overdose of stunfluid?
Maybe she’d even given the man at the teahouse too much.
That’s what she’d have to do: double the dose on both men.
She’d kill for the cause.
She slid the mock scalplink on.
“Hi? Syrill?” She popped her head up, her expression as bright as her wildly made-up face. “You wanted some boom?”
“What? Why’re you hiding here, huh?” The calm-voiced one, a short man with long hair in braids, was one of those who’d glanced at her in Silk Road Teahouse a few more times than the others.
He stared at her again now, taking in her expertly made countenance, from the intense makeup masking her eyes to the shiny hair rippling onto her shoulders, to her feathery scalplink—but she couldn’t tell anything from his expression.
The other man had both his hands in the pockets of his coat and appeared confused now. “Boom?”
Banking on the stereotype that people who spent their free hours watching soccer in a tea shop weren’t experts on cosmetics, Nada held up the small clear container of mineral makeup, loose and sand-like particles of turquoise flecks shimmering as they moved. “Better than the Enlightenment. You can feel more with this.”
The calm man tilted his head now, his eyes darting from the container to her face and back again.
She hadn’t used turquoise on her face. If he saw that and came to the conclusion it wasn’t makeup she was holding but the drugs she was offering them, his life and his friend’s would be saved. “Wait a minute.” She lowered the container. “You’re not Guardian forces, are you? Or palace guards? Or town police?”
Next moves: widen her eyes in fear, scramble to put away the makeup, glance up at them often while doing so.
Finally, apologize. “I’m so sorry, my mother, she…she died in the famine.” She lowered her eyes. “It’s the only way to feed my brother, my grandmother.” It was true. In a way.
The other man took his hands out of his pockets and shrugged. “We’re not forces. Put that away. Throw it in the trash you’re in. That’s not the way to live.”
The calm man shook his head, as though a response wasn’t worth it.
He turned and led the way out of the alley, the man with his hands in his pockets glancing back periodically, face grave.
He must be one of those rare, kind, concerned fatherly types, Nada thought as she impatiently watched them leave. As soon as they were gone from sight, she jumped out of the bin, buoyed, black coat in hand. The coat would be useful when she no longer needed the spectacle of the dress and makeup she had on, when she needed to merge, hooded, into the crowd once again.
Now to go back to watch the entrance of Silk Road Teahouse, to stalk Musaid until she got him alone.
To be useful, he had to remember he loved her.
He had to remember that Murrabi Hasuf, before he disappeared, had once said Musaid and Nada were parts of a whole, that they were meant to be merged together. That’s why he’d bound them to each other.
Nada knew Musaid believed as she did: that they’d entered an unbreakable bond at sixteen.
He had to bring Raisa to Nada.















9th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
RESISTANCE TO TREASON
Musaid swiped the finger pad to get into the hangar.
As the door slid open, a voice sounded behind him, low and urgent. “Don’t turn around. You’re not in danger. Just take me with you so we can talk. For Nush.”
He closed his eyes, waves of relief washing over him, his body immediately slacking.
The only time he heard For Nush and didn’t feel like walking away or turning around to tackle the one who’d addressed him so brazenly, ready to turn them in to authorities gladly.
He knew and loved the voice behind him.
Nada.
It was only after he’d led her to his air carrier and scanned the door shut that, heart pumping, he turned around to look at her.
He burst out into a big smile. “I can’t believe it.”
Sitting in the prime seat of the carrier’s circular passenger cabin, in a slim black coat over a lavender dress, Nada wore eye-masking makeup and a smile that—to Musaid’s eyes—lit her face sheltered in the coat’s hood. “I’ve been released. But it’s only for two weeks, Musaid.”
He was about to reply, to say he’d ask Lein to make her release longer, to pardon her for the good behavior Lein would see from her from now on, when she held up her hand. “Are you linked?”
“No.”
“Is there a scalplink in the carrier?”
“Only the palace guards have been scalplinked. The rest of us are still using earlinks, but mine is disconnected.” He unclipped it from behind his ear to show her. She sprang forward and took it from him and slid it into a small black leather sleeve.
“Off-grid now,” she said, taking a seat again. “What about the carrier?”
“It’s not in active mode, so no, there are no links.”
“Or so you think?”
“Nada, what is this about?”
“I’m really here for Nush, Musaid.”
His heart sank. For a second, he’d hoped she’d confess she hadn’t been able to wait to see him, that she hadn’t been able to wait to meet up when he got back to the palace, and she wanted to make sure they were truly alone before…
He thought she wanted him as much as he wanted her.
He cleared his throat like it was as easy to clear his yearnings and pointed behind her pragmatically. “If my boss comes this way, get in that hold. You’ll fit.”
She turned around and nodded before setting her gaze back on him. “So…we don’t have much time.”
“We don’t. Because if he sees you here, I’ll lose everything. And I don’t mean just my job.” He appraised her, hoping she knew he meant he’d lose her. Again.
He was thankful the caked makeup masked those eyes so expertly.
Those eyes would be his failing.
That, and all that she’d done for him—including saving him.
When she’d been so close to freedom herself, she’d stood up for his disastrous attempt to deal with the pain of losing his parents so horrifically.
And in doing so, she’d lost the thing that had been most dear to her.



It was a small thing, he’d thought. To try to find out what Nene Nushba had learned about his parents’ death.
To try to get the names of their killers. He hadn’t known what he’d do with that information, but he’d become convinced just knowing would give him some kind of closure.
So, days after Nada had been released at sixteen, days after Lein had told him that if she agreed to wear a monitoring device and stayed under house arrest at the palace, he’d ask Amir Gauis to pardon her, Musaid had descended into the subterranean room that held books from the emptied palace library, to look for Nene Nushba’s records.
He’d known she’d kept them. And he’d known she’d made two copies of her records, one of which she’d had bound into leather volumes with obscure titles on their covers and spines; all he had to do was find the right book that captured the correct time period of the amira’s life.
What he didn’t know, though, was that the door to the storage room that held Nene Nushba’s books had a security device that alerted the palace of its opening.
He also wasn’t aware that Nada had followed him down to sneak up on him as a joke.
As the alarm went off, the door sealed shut on them.
When a palace guard opened the door, Musaid was hunkered down, frozen behind shelves dense with books, as Nada sat waiting on top of a table surrounded by boxes, dangling her legs, a book in her hand. “I just wanted to find something to read. One of her favorite books. Is it a state crime to read 1984?”
She was led out, and in the ruckus she made in the corridor trying to get away from the guard’s hold on her, Musaid snuck out behind them before the storage room door closed again, lying in wait to climb back up the stairs.
Nada had told him he had to hide. That if he’d been caught, he would have been sent to Amir Gauis’s torture chamber.
That her being caught just meant the loss of her freedom once again.
Soon after, she’d gone to back to prison.
And the underground library had been sealed shut.
But Musaid’s heart had cracked open for the pain he’d caused Nada—whose greatest longing was to be free.



“I missed you,” Musaid said, his voice shaking, betraying him, as he looked at those masked eyes. “I thought that was why you were here too.”
Nada nodded. “You know I feel the same.”
“I know. But that’s not why you’re here.”
Now she shook her head. “It’s not. But it doesn’t mean I don’t care about us, Musaid. I do. That’s why I’m going to be quick. So we can move on to other things, better things. Like being with each other, because I really want that.”
“Quick with what?” He saw the way her eyes activated, even hidden by the makeup, and he groaned audibly. It was something to do with the Ahraar again. “Nada, you can’t get involved in anything. You’ll be sent back to prison sooner, or worse, to Amir Gauis’s chambers. I’ll likely be killed. My aunt and cousins will be killed. Their entire building will be demolished. You know the palace believes in collective punishment.”
“I know.”
“But you’re still sitting there with that look in your eyes.”
“Just listen to me for a couple of minutes.”
“Listen to what? Treason?”
“Tomorrow morning. Lein’s fiancée.”
Musaid began shaking his head. Nada held up a hand. “Just listen, Musaid. This one thing, if you do it, that will be your only contribution to the cause. And it won’t be traceable to you. I promise.”
“It’s not my cause. And I don’t want to hear any details.”
“Engine trouble. Just land the carrier at these coordinates.” She held out a piece of torn paper. “I’ll take care of the rest. You’ll be tied up. Unharmed. You’ll be left behind, a victim.”
Musaid blinked his eyes slowly. “Why? What are you doing, Nada?”
“It’s not an attempt on Lein. Again, I promise you that too.”
“Then what is it?”
“I can’t tell you. All I ask is for you to land it safely.”
“Raisa. You want her.” Musaid stood up. “I’m not doing it.”
“It’s not a kidnapping, Musaid! Raisa will come with me willingly—I promise you that too!”
“She’ll come willingly? Do you really expect me to believe the shit the Ahraar feeds you?” He was agitated, aghast that the girl he loved so much was calmly sitting across from him, roping him into her abduction plans.
“Musaid, for Nush. For Nene. Please.” She whispered this while continuing to hold out the paper. Then she suddenly put her other hand in her coat pocket and pulled at something, and he momentarily stiffened.
She wouldn’t use a weapon on him, would she? To force him?
Like a magician performing a trick, Nada drew a red silk scarf slowly out of her pocket.
“Where did you get that?” He didn’t need to recite the law to her: It is punishable to hold on to an artifact belonging to an enemy of the state; all such items must be surrendered to the palace.
Red was the color of rebellion.
“If I told you, you’d never believe me.” A challenge to him in her eyes and the thrust of her chin, she set the scarf in her lap and stared at him. “It’s how Nayf and I are going to survive after the revolution. The Ahraar are helping me. They’re preparing a safe space for us. We’ll fight from our own fortified base, Musaid.”
She picked up the scarf and stuffed it back in her pocket as though she’d said too much.
This blend of bravado and vulnerability caused a revolt in Musaid. He wanted to simultaneously gather her in his arms protectively and send her far away from him.
She was a threat to his survival. And yet he needed her to survive too.
And her and Nayf? Why did she only include her brother in her future…?
What about me—working in the real world to secure possibilities for both of us? Does Nada not care for me, even though she vowed she would to the holy man, Murrabi Hasuf?
Musaid glanced out the window, and alarm flooded him. “Tiller’s on his way. Get in the hold. Stay there. When I knock, leave the carrier through the floor trap. I’ll activate it when you’re ready.”
Nada sat unmoving, one hand still holding out the coordinates, the other hand a ball in her pocket, clutching her bunched-up red scarf. “I can’t leave until you say you’ll do it. Promise to bring the carrier down.”
“You want to kill me and everyone I love?”
“If it means saving everyone else, yes.”
Musaid stared at her, again both repelled by and drawn to her intensity.
She scared him with her unmoving principles and fascinated him with her willingness to give up everything.
Meanwhile, he didn’t want to give up anything. Especially her.
He grabbed the paper she dangled in the air between them. “I’ll do it. Now leave!”
She smiled at him before stepping toward the hold, and his heart was not his for a moment. It was seized by memories, by flashes of laughter, of sunshine, of rose and cinnamon, of the smiles that lit both their faces when she’d come back to the kitchen upon her prior release, wearing a pale pink palace-issued dress.
He wanted to kiss her. Then.
Now.
But she’d already slid the hold door shut on her impish smile.
It was the smile of knowing they loved each other and always would.
Now, in the carrier that signaled a new era in his life, though she was hidden in the hold and couldn’t see, and though he’d lied outright, he smiled back at her.
He’d never ever turn against the palace, never jeopardize his oath as a pilot.
He’d never offer Lein’s fiancée, Raisa, as a pawn in the hands of the revolutionaries, no matter how much Nada romanticized them.
It only resulted in deaths like Khattabi’s, which he’d witnessed, and Ngwale’s, which he’d heard about.
And his parents’.
He loved Nada too much to allow her to be swept up in her naivete.
He’d have to turn her in eventually. She’d be safer in prison—until he was able to ask Lein, soon to be a guardian on the ALIGN council, to pardon her as part of the Enlightenment.
And then he would live with Nada in a far better world than the one where the girl he loved admired the very people who had blown up his parents.















10th Day of the Month of Graze
UPPER EARTH
GREGORIAN YEAR 2153
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
GOODBYES
Dame Kizuwanda appears at my bedroom door, but she’s in a state of unreadiness for our journey later this morning. It’s obvious she has much to do still. Her braids are wrapped, her fingernails unvarnished, her scalplink plain. She slides it off her head and closes the door, bringing a satchel she’d been clutching behind her to the front.
I rise from the vanity table where I was brushing my hair to greet her and lead her to the sitting area of my suite, three navy-blue velvet settees gathered around a low teak table, a simple breakfast of cheese, crackers, and tomatoes laid on it. She takes a seat and shakes her head when I offer to make a plate for her.
I consider Dame Kizuwanda to be family. Her name means “last-born child” in Zaramo, a language no longer remaining on Lower Earth, and she told me the name had come true for her parents, that she was the last one—not only for them, unfortunately, but for her entire extended family.
She worked with my mother on the Bridge; both were materials engineers on the same projects, after which Dame Kizuwanda went on to specialize in garment engineering.
She moved to Upper Earth after my mother died, and through her stunning clothing designs harkening back to various eras of human civilization, featuring great historical accuracy while being completely up-to-date technologically, she quickly became the most sought-after garment engineer up here. The Council of Guardians knighted her when she designed boots with outsoles that adjust to various terrain within seconds. She is very selective of who she designs for—and though the wealthiest and most powerful lobby her incessantly, she told me once that her project choices never have to do with money.
She explained that she only accepts intriguing assignments, specifically, the challenge that lies at the intersection of wearer and occasion.
Like pitching me to Lein at the Autumn’s Eve Gala.
And my wedding dress to introduce me to a Lower Earth population that is not exactly pleased with a daughter of Upper Earth marrying their prince. I was thrilled when she offered to engineer some additional pieces for the Enlightenment Tour and to even accompany me to Lower Earth to ensure my success.
Her greatest joy, she often repeats while fitting and testing her trousseau designs on me, is using her ingenuity to fulfill an objective of vital importance.
But the moment I take a seat across from her this morning, I know something is wrong. She looks deflated, not energized as she usually does. “I’ve just been told I’m not coming with you.”
“What do you mean?” I say, not masking the shock flooding my voice. We’re to leave for the Rim to board the air carrier in less than two hours. “But why? Who conveyed this change of plans?”
“Your father. Don’t call him. He won’t like that I’m informing you ahead of time. Apparently, he is to explain it to you later.” She leans forward, and I do the same. “My understanding is that Lower Earth wants to put on their own show, demonstrate their own feats with design, that as the groom’s side, they are supposed to present you with your wedding dress as per their custom. They already have one engineered.”
“And what about our custom? To showcase Upper Earth expertise? Your work is unsurpassed.” I’m incredulous and glance at my trim carrier case on the floor, powder blue, round, slim, no way prepared to hold everything for the festivities. Dame Kizuwanda’s assistants were to bring my trousseau cases after she and I had settled into the palace.
“It’s better you let them have this one. In the interest of the Enlightenment Project.” She leans even closer and motions removal of my scalplink. I disconnect my scalplink and pull it off. Zing. I turn away to grit my teeth, wondering why it feels like I’m the only one who experiences the unpleasant sensation of disconnection sometimes. Just minutes ago, Dame Kizuwanda took her scalplink off and smiled through it.
“I don’t usually remove it, you know, when I log off. Only when I sleep,” I say by way of explanation of my grimace.
She extends her scalplink to me and turns it over to reveal its interior along the band that attaches to the side of her head.
I pick it up. It’s fake. Like the ones Lower Earth sells in their black markets, but unlike the laughable ones from down there Papa showed me, this one is more authentic-looking.
“They do tell us to log off periodically for our health. I wear this when I want to knit off completely.” Dame Kizuwanda laughs and then mimics an ALIGN alert. “Upper Earth inhabitants are reminded to unknit from the system temporarily to allow for the development of mental clarity.”
“But you’re from the Bridge. Your links are not removable.” I raise my eyebrows at her in confusion. “Just as Lower Earth’s will be.”
“I am indeed from the Bridge.” She looks at me with sudden intensity. “Raisa, you must try to get me on board with you when you travel to Lower Earth. If it’s not possible via lobbying your father, sneak me on somehow quickly. Or ask for a carrier to come back for me. Without delay. Lower Earth can have their wedding looks, but I’d still like to be by your side at this momentous occasion.”
I’m surprised by her plea. She’s never the asker, always the one lobbied—and now to be beseeched like this is throwing me off, making me nervous. “I’ll ask Papa. But I have a feeling he’ll say no.”
I’ve always sensed Papa is not too keen on Dame Kizuwanda. I deemed it due to her reminding Papa of my mother, but now I’m not so sure that’s it; it would be easy enough to allow Dame Kizuwanda to accompany me even if she wasn’t working as my garment engineer. Why is Papa not letting her?
Regardless. Papa is chief guardian. I shake my head. “I’m sorry, Dame Kizuwanda, but I don’t feel right about smuggling you aboard.”
Her eyes, usually bright and lively, grow dim like she is…uncomfortable? Worried?
Afraid?
She looks down for a minute and then back at me frankly, her tone changed. “I’m not sure I can, on my own, enable a carrier to take me to join you on Lower Earth.”
She is scared—but it must be because she’s worried she won’t be able to be with me.
Every entry to and exit from Upper Earth is carefully managed. ALIGN tracks everything for our safety and security. Fifty-seven years after the Great Catastrophe, once Upper Earth was completely settled by the visionaries and their families, the brutes tried to send bombs up via rudimentary catapults. Luckily none reached Upper Earth, but it had been enough of a threat to result in increased measures; every motion up and down is monitored, every flight plan preprogrammed and logged, and all passenger and pilot movements checked and rechecked thoroughly.
I tentatively reach out a hand to Dame Kizuwanda. She takes it. “I’ll try my best to ensure you get on board. Papa wants me to be happy on this tour. It’s happiness enough for me that peace is on the horizon, but it will make me happier to have you with me. My mother loved you, I know.”
She bows her head at that, breathing in and out for few seconds, and then draws her hand back to open the satchel in her lap. “Whether I get on board or not, travel down to Lower Earth or not, I want to give you two things. Put this one in your carrier case. Keep it with you at all times. It was tucked in the fabrics my assistants purchased from Lower Earth a while back, with a note saying it once belonged to your mother and should now be yours.”
A beautiful crimson cloth lies in her hands, its texture raised in parts. “Lower Earth custom is to lay a cloth on their heads when they mingle in crowds as a people, to remind them they are all under the same sky. Since you come to Lower Earth in peace, let this scarf symbolize your connection to that idea they cherish down there. It will help them connect to you.”
I touch the scarf gently, reverently. “It’s beautiful, like nothing I’ve ever seen.”
“It’s a type of silk that’s unrefined, kept raw, and not turned slippery like how we in Upper Earth want the products from the silkeries below. This kind of silk is made up of leftovers. The resulting fabric is thicker, warmer.” She reaches out and runs a finger along the raised ridges, as if tracing an invisible design. “The weave is precious to them.” She lifts her eyes and smiles at me. “And significant.”
I nod. “But I thought red is a frowned-upon color on Lower Earth?”
Dame Kizuwanda smiles. “It used to be one of the most prevalent colors on Lower Earth. When the migrants first arrived below, the southern hills were ablaze with small trees with bright red flowers they came to call hill blossoms. These trees bore edible, nutritious fruit and had leaves that dyed fabric a strong red, and most astoundingly, the tree sprouted new branches in the fall, dropping dried ones to the ground for kindling use in the colder months. According to records, which I read for clothing research, the people called those early years the Time of Plenty, believing they’d been rewarded for making the long trek in the Last Migration. Hill blossoms gave them food and warmth, and in happiness, the migrants used the red dye to make clothing. Red became the color of security and self-sufficiency.”
“Why would it become forbidden, then?” I’ve always been captivated when Dame Kizuwanda honors me with a bit of the wealth of information she has, but now, holding on to a scarf that may have belonged to my mother, I’m yearning for all of her knowledge regarding it.
“The records I read—which, mind you, may have come from erroneous sources—indicate that due to agricultural needs, hill blossoms were cut down and are now thought to be extinct on Lower Earth. Though, fortunately, we do have many varieties up here. The council had the stronger varieties housed in one of our greenhouses here before the blossoms were removed completely from Lower Earth. I’ve seen them, and they are beautiful.” She wears a faraway look, as though she’s remembering her visit to the greenhouse. “Of course, the people of Lower Earth blamed Upper Earth for getting rid of their trees, and in defiance, some of them began protesting the trucks that came to till and plant new crops on the hills. They blamed the loss of hill blossoms for the years of famine that followed what they called ‘the razing of the land.’ While protesting, they wore red, and the palace decreed it the color of insurgents.”
My face must have shown instant displeasure, because Dame Kizuwanda shakes her head and, with a laugh, reassures me. “Don’t worry, the scarf you’re holding is not that kind! It’s a silk one, remember. Insurgents, brutes, they are not so fancy. But your mother,” she says, her face sobering, “now, she had sophisticated taste.”
I wonder how many others touched the scarf after my mother did. Could her fingerprints still be on this? “Why didn’t you give it to me earlier? With the brush you gave me long ago? Did she wear the scarf when she lived on Lower Earth?”
Dame Kizuwanda shakes her head. “She was a child when she left Lower Earth for the Bridge. Just like you were a child when you left the Bridge for Upper Earth.” She sighs. “I didn’t give it to you earlier because I wanted to give it to you in the place that gives it meaning. Here, the core of its meaning is lost. Clothing can mean so many things in Upper Earth. Utility mainly, but also beauty, identity, mood, temperature fluctuations based on the wearer. I wanted to give you this cloth from your mother where its significance is simple, on Lower Earth.”
I look up at her sharply. She sounds dangerously close to an ideologue. “My mother didn’t believe as the people down there do. She wanted better for them. And I’m doing what she wanted.”
“Of course!” Dame Kizuwanda nods vigorously as a buzz sounds at my door. “Alet is here to move you along on your preparations for your journey. I just want to see you tuck the gift into your case before I take leave of you. Along with your scalplink ornament for tomorrow’s welcome ceremony upon arrival at Lower Earth. A goodbye gift from me. Put it on shortly before landing.”
She stands and hands me a simple band made up of clusters of blue stones and gold beads. They match my powder-blue traveling clothes.
Alet enters with his robotic arms out for my scalplink. Whenever it’s removed, he’s here to ensure it’s still kept knitted to the system.
I leave him waiting at the door as I lift the carrier case and set it on the low table between Dame Kizuwanda and me and flick its lock open. I settle the red cloth in it and am about to shut it when Dame Kizuwanda’s hand reaches in, her fingers closing around my mother’s brush. She takes it out, and beaming with the pride of the best friend she was to my mother, she examines the pearls and shells that adorn the entire back and handle of the brush. It’s exquisite.
She presses a pearl at the side where the handle meets the bristle paddle, and the handle comes away, revealing a knife sheathed by the rounded top. She whispers, “Your mother was an amazing engineer with an eye for simple significance.”
Then she sheathes the knife, puts the brush back in the case, and hurries out of the room, passing Alet, before I can ask her any further questions.






An Appeal to the General Public No. 4436: Emergency Alert:

Carrier Traveling from Upper Earth Downed

From: ALIGN Council of Guardians

To: Residents of the Bridge and Lower Earth

This alert is active immediately for ALIGN citizens, including those of the upcoming signatory nation of Lower Earth; all are to be extra vigilant for increased activity by brute cells.

This morning, a carrier traveling from Upper Earth to Lower Earth crash-landed in the wilderness of Barshaa. While the pilot was found unharmed, in accordance with protocol, investigations have opened into this breach in security.

Guardian forces will be dispatched to the location of the crash with orders to apprehend anyone who appears to have participated in, aided, or abetted this savage act to disrupt the council’s welcome of Lower Earth into ALIGN.

The Enlightenment Ceremony, to be overseen by Crown Prince Lein and Chief Guardian Aeon, will take place as slated next week.

Rest assured, no force will be considered exorbitant to deal with those who continually attempt to upend the peace of our universe.

As ever, our motto:

A people aligned in the highest of human values—compassion, equality, freedom, innovation—will never be defeated by any force.
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10th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
AN ACCOUNT OF AN AIR CARRIER POSSESSED
Raisa is missing. Musaid stood still, but the thought ran on repeat in his head. Raisa is missing.
Lein, freshly showered, in a simple white tunic and dark pants, indicated the lounge chair across from him in the Chamber of Diwan. Musaid took a seat, though he didn’t lean into the soft curved back of the chair. He sat forward, face grim, eyes down, still in the same clothes from the crash.
One of his prized purform outfits, now forever marked as the clothes he wore when he failed his first big assignment: bringing Lein’s fiancée to Lower Earth to begin their wedding celebrations leading to the Enlightenment next week.
Lein’s fiancée, the daughter of the chief guardian of ALIGN. The most powerful man in the world.
Now there was a wide scuff mark permanently ground (he’d tried to scrub it out to no avail) into Musaid’s left sleeve from when he’d struggled with landing the air carrier when the systems had gone mad.
He’d practiced dead-stick landings many times—most recently last week, with Tiller—but nothing had prepared him for what had happened this morning. It hadn’t been simply a system failure; it had been as though the carrier had been possessed.
Which was ridiculous and made no logical sense.
“Recount,” Lein said, his typical way of speaking to Musaid, heard as terse by some, understood as efficient by Musaid.
“The programming was filed last night as usual. Tiller checked it from start to finish, both last night and this morning.” Musaid kept his eyes down. “In execution, upward was on point. I picked Raisa up on the Rim. The return to Lower Earth was also on point. Lateral was progressing as it should have for the first quarter to the hangar. And then the entire system shut down.”
Lein leaned back, head tilted, elbows resting on the arms of his chair, hands meeting, fingers threaded together. Musaid knew he wanted more.
“I attempted to take control manually, to execute the glide function to move the carrier out of the dense bush observable for miles below. I couldn’t make the carrier do anything I tried to.” Musaid finally looked up. “It appeared to be programmed to land at that spot. Which, incidentally, was the only clearing for miles in that part of the forest.”
Incidentally or purposefully?
“An override?”
“I would say, with ninety percent certainty, from the way the carrier landed that smoothly, it was an override.” He’d need to check the coordinates that Nada had given him again—they were in the hangar, in a locked drawer in his office—but he was certain the carrier had descended far from where she’d wanted him to land it.
But he wouldn’t rule out that her beloved Ahraar brutes were 100 percent behind this.
Lein couldn’t know. Ever.
“I’ve ordered the flight data downloaded, analyzed.”
“I’ll help in any capacity.”
“You’ll help find Raisa. She’s never been on Lower Earth before.” Lein reached out for the jug of water on a side table and poured himself a glass. “Someone wanted this to happen, UM.”
Musaid sat up and directed his gaze right at Lein.
Lein needed to know Musaid was committed to his cause. “She’s got her scalplink; we’ll find her.”
“No she doesn’t, UM.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s not showing up in the entire system. It scanned when she boarded the carrier, but some time before the crash, it went blank. At some point before she was taken.” Lein swirled the water in the glass he held to mix the Surge drops he’d just added. The yellow tendrils of liquid disappeared. “Her scalplink being gone means that she is gone.”
Musaid dropped his eyes again. He didn’t know how to say it.
It was another thing Lein couldn’t know.
What happened after the landing—with Raisa. What he’d done.



Musaid had immediately shot out of his seat when the carrier wrested itself out of his control and landed in the small clearing. He’d wanted to check on Raisa.
He entered the cabin to see Raisa unbuckling her seat straps. “Are you okay?” he asked, a sliver of dread reaching out to scrape at his heart.
She nodded. “Perfect.”
She moved to the window with the wider view, opposite her seat. “Is this where we’ll be getting a vehicle from? I did want to see the flora and fauna.” She looked eager, in her blue purform coveralls and matching scalplink jewelry. “A ride through this lushness is so welcome.”
He realized she didn’t know this wasn’t their destination—which was actually at the festooned hangar where a marching band and a line of Verg Palace dignitaries were waiting for the soon-to-be princess of Lower Earth to step out of the carrier.
“This is an involuntary landing, Your Highness.” He’d taken to calling her that, even though he didn’t say the same to Lein.
Maybe it was her unmistakable elegance?
“Involuntary?” She looked back at him for a brief second before glancing out the window again. “Why?”
“Just a malfunction. I’m trying to establish communication.”
“Where are we?”
“Barshaa Forest, a little less than twenty miles from central Verg.”
“Ah, the forest between Verg and the second-largest town in Lower Earth. Raias.” She turned and smiled at him. “See? I remember my Lower Earth geography lessons.”
He smiled back at her. He wondered if she knew her name was a variation of the town name. Raias meant “leading.”
And, as the soon-to-be princess of Lower Earth, she was going to be its leader.
The dread that had filled him earlier in the cockpit now retreated, and a sense of relief bloomed in its place.
This was okay; they’d get back on course; he’d deliver Lein’s fiancée to a rousing welcome.
He’d take control again.
He simply needed to radio in to Tiller and then reset the programming. “I’ll let the hangar know we’re going to reroute. Is there anything I can get you in the meantime?”
“I’m perfectly fine.” She glanced outside again and then back at Musaid. “You go ahead. I’m going to step outside for a bit of fresh air, if that’s okay?”
“Of course. As a security precaution, as you know, please leave your scalplink connected and stay close.”
She nodded and picked up her carrier case. “I’ll also keep this with me.”
When he got into the cockpit, the only thing he could do, however, was radio in, as the programming had become completely inaccessible to him.
The launch system wouldn’t recognize his fingerprint.
After fifteen minutes of trying everything he could think of to restart the system, when he returned to the cabin, Raisa wasn’t anywhere inside or outside the carrier.
She didn’t show up on the carrier linkscan for miles and miles. While he waited for help, he scanned and scanned repeatedly.
There was no sign of forced entry. No signs of struggle.
Just an empty seat.
He didn’t want Lein to know that he’d allowed her to step outside the carrier.















10th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
UNKNITTED
“Don’t move. Not an inch.” I stop walking toward the grove of trees outside the air carrier. The voice behind me is cold and calm and sounds like an older woman, perhaps even an elderly one. There’s a profound weariness in the voice that’s unmistakable. “There’s a gun at your back. If you move, its bullet will find the exact center of your spine. It’s a trailhunt.”
I nod, my mind blanking, filling with a wailing siren sound that doesn’t allow any thoughts to enter. Why isn’t my scalplink assessing the situation? Why isn’t it uploading me pointers on how to handle this?
“Good. I like the way you’re respectfully obeying.” An odd bit of warmth enters the woman’s voice. Odd, because I can now feel the muzzle of the gun pressing into my back. “Turn and walk to your left, to the land carrier you’ll see ahead soon. Yes, that’s right, that’s the direction. You’re going to get in the front of the vehicle when we reach it. Keep going. Let me introduce myself. I’m Pax. I deliver goods. I’ve been tasked with delivering you to a company that is in need of you. As long as you act like the precious thing you are, you won’t be harmed.”
The land carrier comes into view, nestled amid brush, and I look around to see if there’s any point of help nearby. I’m blinking to activate my scalplink but to no avail. I need the overlaymode to see what’s available around me—had it worked, it would have indicated everything in the area already scanned into ALIGN’s directory of Lower Earth, whether buildings, vehicles, homes. Or had the layermode opened, it could have shown me the sort of geography that lies beyond this dense part of the forest. It could have shown me possible escape routes.
I’m left without access to even passivemode, however.
Something is wrong with my scalplink.
Should I make a run back to the air carrier? Where is the pilot? I pose these queries as usual.
But my scalplink offers no zing of activation, of connection, no answers to my questions.
Tears sting my eyes as I realize I’m alone here. Do I yell?
No help arrives in my brain.
“No slowing down. I’ve got a delivery to make on time. Keep moving.” The woman suddenly rams the gun into my back, hard, and I stumble, my foot catching on part of a tree root raised aboveground. She grabs my arm and yanks me back to stop me from falling forward.
I struggle to get her hand off me, and she lets go—but only to slap me hard in the face. Cheek searing from the pain, I tumble back from the force of both her strike and the cold callousness I see on her face, but her hand claws at me to catch me again before I land on the ground.
“Don’t want my goods sullied. The company won’t like that.” She is elderly, her gray hair parted and braided and cradling a weathered brown face.
“Let go of me!” Tears now streaming down, I try to pull away, but she has my upper arm in a vise grip that I can’t understand given her old age. “Let go!”
“Get in the land carrier. I’m not going to ask you again.”
In response, I twist to escape her hold. I want to see the air carrier, yell for the pilot.
“I’m going to give you a choice: You either do as I say, or I knock you out and drag your body into the carrier. I’ll take the risk of a dirty delivery so I can have you behave.”
“Where are you taking me?” I can’t help sobbing the words out. “Why?”
“Getting an explanation isn’t part of the deal.”
“Please, please leave me alone. I won’t tell anyone what you did. Just let me go back to the carrier,” I plead. “Please.”
“Your choice. Do you want to be a conscious or unconscious delivery?” She smiles suddenly, revealing perfectly straight but yellowing teeth. “Though as a woman, I wouldn’t want to show up unconscious to this company of men. What do you say?”
In the pause she gives me, I twist and look behind me for the air carrier.
It’s only forest. Nothing else in sight.
She slaps my other cheek just as hard as she did before. I yelp at the pain, my briefly awakened anger now retreating into helplessness.
The despair of trying to handle this on my own. No Papa, no scalplink, no pilot. Nobody but me.
“Okay, so I see you’re choosing to be knocked out.”
I swivel to look at the woman and see the raised butt of her gun. I bring my carrier case up to shield my face. “No!”
“No, what?”
“I’ll come!”
“You’ll listen and do as you’re told?”
I nod, crying. I can’t do anything to fight back—I’m not strong, and I can’t rely on any help.
“One clue that you’re not being obedient, and you’re letting me know you want to be delivered unconscious.” She lets go of my arm and prods me with the gun. “Move, quicker now.”
I scramble as the gun pokes at me staccato all the way to the land carrier.
The woman opens the door for me, and after I get in, I hear a beep that tells me I’m sealed inside. “Put your case on the bench.” Her muffled voice comes through the window.
She gets in the driver’s side and lays the gun on the case between us. “It’s a trailhunt gun, like I said. But this one’s imprinted to me. Your fingerprint won’t allow it to work. Just a little bit of information for you in case your fingers start itching.”
I don’t want to look at her, my rage restarting, but she forces me to by reaching up to turn my face with rough hands. She touches my scalplink jewels, grinning. “I know who you are, but the auras don’t do you justice. You’re a beauty. The Fledgling, who would have thought?”
“If you know who I am, you know I’m here to get married. Why are you taking me elsewhere? Why are you kidnapping me?” My voice shakes as I speak, as the vehicle comes to life and begins barreling through the brush bumpily. “What do you mean Fledgling?”
“The company men will appear rough, but they’re businessmen. Once their deal is done, your part will be done.” She smiles at me again. “I told you they won’t harm you. But if you try in any way to attack me before I deliver you, I’ll harm you. I’ll kill you, and no one ever will find you again. See, I’m a businesswoman too. As I said before, my business is turning over the goods. In this case, you’re the most precious cargo I’ve ever carried. The Fledgling.” She says the last part reverently.
“What are you talking about?” My emotions are climbing again, beginning to bubble into new territory. I blink thrice, willing scalplink activation. I need my thoughts reined in. The siren blaring in my mind has disappeared, and in the emptiness, a million instincts, choices, directions to take have flooded in. “You know I’m knitted, right? My father will track me the second they see I’m not where I’m supposed to be.”
She laughs and pushes a button on the console of the vehicle. A screen comes alive, and she points. There are three clusters of blue lights rushing toward a single blue dot and nothing else. “You’re not in the system. That one light is the link from the carrier you were in, and those three bunches of lights are the palace guards and ALIGN forces headed toward it. You are nowhere. Your scalplink is off the grid. Until Lower Earth joins ALIGN, the links are sparse. Just you Upper Earth folks. If you’re knitted, I mean.” She smiles and raises her eyebrows at me.
How can that be? That I’m unknitted? I stare at the screen, willing my link to appear. “Let me go, please. I promise there won’t be any trouble for you. I’ll just find my way back.”
In response she pushes another button, and the screen shows several green, blue, and red splotches. “Thermal mass scan. Which those searching for you will use when they discover you’re unknitted. Their thermal scans are more sophisticated and can distinguish animal mass from humans, but it will still be hard for them to find you. The forest is teeming with people hiding, people scavenging, people scheming. There won’t be a special purple dot for you that screams ‘daughter of the chief guardian, fiancée of the prince, the Fledgling.’ Instead, this is us, the same as every other thermal mass.” She points at two splotches in the middle of the screen, moving steadily.
“I’m not the Fledgling. I don’t know why you keep calling me that!” I feel everything melting inside, tears stinging the back of my eyes again, this time tears of sadness.
I need to be knitted. I need Papa.
I feel like I’m falling in a black void, and I give in, exhausted. The last thing I hear before I drift off is Pax.
“Now you’ve become the docile girl they told me I’d be transporting. I like that.”



When I wake up, I’m disoriented, but seeing the screen with the blotches on the dashboard reminds me of my predicament. I don’t move, aware that the woman Pax is not paying attention to me, believing I’m still asleep.
Is there a way I can stop her, hurt her? Get out?
I get no answer from my scalplink, and I remember I’m unknitted. Pax must have done something to deactivate it.
As I watch the screen, I notice a pattern I’m not sure is significant: Behind Pax’s thermal mass and mine, there’s another mass that has been steadily following us.
Maybe someone knows I’m here.
There are so many other masses, but staring at the screen, I can see the consistent one. Staring at the road like Pax has been, to navigate the dense, bumpy brush we’re traveling through, she may not have noticed that single one.
I watch the splotch for a while, convinced it’s true: There’s someone tracking us to rescue me.
I suddenly stretch my arms as though I just awoke and hit the screen-change button with my left hand. It flips the screen to the previous one showing knitted links.
Pax doesn’t need to know about the possibility of pursuit.






An Update for the General Public No. 4440:

Brutes Kidnap Raisa, Daughter of Chief Guardian, in Hopes of Disrupting Enlightenment Project

From: ALIGN Council of Guardians

To: Residents of the Bridge, Upper, and Lower Earth

In a devastating development, investigations of the air carrier downing earlier today have uncovered the kidnapping of Raisa Freelund, daughter of Aeon Freelund, chief guardian of the Council of Guardians.

Investigations continue in efforts to locate the missing Upper Earth citizen en route to Lower Earth for her wedding to Crown Prince Lein. She was set to help her father and soon-to-be husband usher in the Enlightenment Project.

Heralded as the much-anticipated Fledgling by the populace of Lower Earth, she is known for her commitment to world peace. Along with all citizens of ALIGN, Lower Earth is now entering a period of mourning and prayer as they hope for Raisa’s return to take her place by the crown prince’s side.

Rest assured, no force will be considered exorbitant to deal with those who continually attempt to upend the peace of our universe.

Again, the Enlightenment Ceremony, to be overseen by Crown Prince Lein and Chief Guardian Aeon, will continue as scheduled next week. Raisa, as a daughter of both Upper and Lower Earth, as a believer in a united future, as the Fledgling, would expect no less.

As ever, our motto:

A people aligned in the highest of human values—compassion, equality, freedom, innovation—will never be defeated by any force.
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LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF MISSION DISRUPTION
Sneaking out early in the morning the day after her release had been easy. There had been no suspicions raised by Nada simply walking into the kitchen, as had been her custom in childhood. The palace guards had even saluted her, as though in respect of her going “back to normal.” Then, after saying hello to the kitchen staff, she’d simply walked out the door to the gardens—the hooded coat she’d stolen last night thrown over black coveralls—to get herbs to make her own tea, as she mentioned to the cook.
Before she’d left prison, Nada had arranged to meet up with Tani on a back road leading to the servants’ quarters of the palace, an area Nada knew well due to her friendship with Musaid. For that, a simple turn left from the herb garden and then a jog to the gate that always had a latch problem—which no one cared about fixing, because it led to where the poor lived—through a mess of brambles, and she, scratched and sweaty, was out on the dusty back road that ran parallel to one side of the palace.
Tani had with her a vehicle borrowed from the Ahraar, one of their prized ones: an eerily silent motorbike, an Upper Earth knockoff.
Via the mesh relay Tani had brought with her, the prison guard immediately put Nada in touch with Salwe, who heard from Nada that Musaid would drop the air carrier with Raisa in the dead zone near Ullula, a deserted area where ALIGN hadn’t bothered to extend their scanning systems. The Ahraar had a base there they called “the hive” from where, Salwe assured her, Nada could select weapons and anything else she needed for the journey back to the prison.
Nada reported her upcoming steps on arriving at the carrier: She’d pick up Raisa and make sure her scalplink was deactivated and slipped into a sleeve that would cut it off from all electromagnetic fields, choose weapons, and then they’d disguise themselves to travel on well-trodden routes, to escape detection.
“I’m all set,” Nada said into the mesh. “I should have her to you by the end of the day.”
“That’s the Nada I trained! Did you tell her, Tani?” Salwe’s voice was buoyant, something Nada rarely heard, the older woman usually too intensely focused on serious matters to seize any joyful moments. “What the people are saying about her?”
Nada looked up at Tani, and the guard beamed at her before speaking. “I haven’t told her. I thought you’d want to yourself.”
“The people have developed a legend that someone will swoop down to save them from the state of the world. They call this person the—”
“Fledgling. I know.” Nada kept staring at Tani, bewildered at the proud smile she was flashing her now. “I’ve seen the images everywhere on the streets.”
“The people are saying you’re her. That you’re the Fledgling. It’s your grandmother who predicted it, so they love that connection to her, and apparently you saved a boy’s life yesterday?”
“What?” Nada blinked into the small black square covered in mesh that Tani held in her palm, from which Salwe’s voice floated up. It was used by the revolutionaries to communicate, because it was off-grid, working by hopping off one device to another, completely encrypted.
“The palace driver captured an aura of you bravely protecting a little boy and his father while wearing a purple dress, and shared it around as a joke, but people sent it on and on because it had the Fledgling painted on a tree in the background, like a sign. They took it as a portent of hope and courage. Your courage on their behalf.” Tani wore an impressed look on her face now. “Someone made a version where you turn to the viewer to assure them that salvation is coming.”
Nada shook her head, wanting to clarify the situation, to share that Lein and ALIGN were saying that Raisa was the Fledgling, that her grandmother’s image was being manipulated as propaganda by Upper Earth, but something hammered in her head, warning her to stop.
She suddenly realized why she couldn’t share this with Salwe yet.
It would drive the intensity of the whole mission up, for Salwe to learn that ALIGN was using Raisa, that she was so important to their mission too.
Salwe would surround Nada with a thousand eyes if she thought Raisa was being offered—or had offered herself—as the answer to the people’s hopes of a Fledgling.
Nada couldn’t have any eyes on her when she needed to also find Nayf.
She spoke nonchalantly. “Well, I don’t know what that means, being seen as the Fledgling—”
“It means the resistance is growing. That people are seeking liberation. That they have found a galvanizing figure. That they’ll unite to overthrow ALIGN.”
“But I’m not—”
“We do what is necessary for justice.” Salwe’s tone flattened. The smile was gone from her face, Nada could tell. Even though the mesh relay was the most rudimentary comm device that offered nothing except audio, she could almost see Salwe’s face peering up sternly from the black square, as though it was an aura. “Do you understand?”
Nada nodded hard in response as if Salwe were standing in front of her.
“If the people choose to believe you deliver hope, you do. Because that is our mission. Now get Raisa for me.” Her voice picked up again. “Tani is going to give you your own mesh, since you’re off the palace radar and not going back there. Once you’re on your way with Raisa, I want you to communicate everything, understood?”
“Understood.”



But the mission was a failure before it started.
Nada stared in despair at the location she’d asked Musaid to land the carrier.
It was empty, the desert dunes pristinely rolling for miles ahead of her, untouched, with rocky mountains on either side.
She called in to Tani, wanting to avoid delivering the news to Salwe until necessary. “There’s nothing here.”
“We need to inform Salwe immediately.” Tani’s voice was firm. “There was an ALIGN alert about a sudden landing in Barshaa Forest. Could it be the carrier?”
“Why would he land it up there?”
“Well, the forest is now crawling with ALIGN forces. That wouldn’t happen for just any downed carrier from Upper Earth. Contact Salwe. She’s already received the update on Barshaa. Ask for next steps. She’s expecting your call.”
Nada looked up at the sky, in case, for some miraculous reason, the carrier was delayed, in case Musaid was still en route, in case it was another air carrier that had crashed in Barshaa, not his.
The sky continued to remain a clear gray blue.
She took a breath and tapped the code for Salwe into the back of the mesh. The older woman’s voice exploded out of the device. “Tani told me. Head to Barshaa immediately. Do not fail this mission, Nada. Do not fail your grandmother, who gave her life to stop the conquest of Lower Earth! Go now!” Salwe paused, and her voice took on another level of urgency, this time lower and slower. “Go before they discover you gone from the palace. Go before it becomes impossible for you to complete your task. Get Raisa now.”
Nada didn’t need to hear any more. She programmed new routing into the motorbike and ramped up its speed as she fled away from the dunes. She didn’t need another thing standing in her way; it would be only a matter of time before Lein connected her disappearance from the palace to Raisa’s disappearance.
She would deal with Musaid later…For the first time, he’d lied to her.















10th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
AN INTERVENTION
Musaid reported to the carrier hangar to aid in the investigation into Raisa’s disappearance as Lein had asked him to. Lein would be conferring with the ALIGN council all day at the palace via a link in the Chamber of Diwan, and while he was so ensconced, he’d commanded Musaid to go out there and find out how the air carrier had gotten compromised.
As soon as Musaid entered his supervisor’s office, Tiller, a tall, trim man with a doughy face, shared the latest information from ALIGN.
Flight data analysis reveals the original flight plan was tampered with via signal interference, a common tactic among brutes agitating to overthrow Amir Gauis’s rule.
Musaid reread the text projected from Tiller’s scalplink. “The Ahraar?”
“Not only that, but there’s chatter the fiancée may have been abducted. For negotiation purposes.” Tiller frowned. “It’s not just a girl-missing-in-the-forest situation. We may have an active hostage situation on our hands.”
“There were no signs of forced entry, sir. Of any force used.”
“Their operations are not all sloppy, Musaid. This one was executed with bravado. Like it was an inside job.”
Musaid tried unsuccessfully to not think about Nada, lest it show on his face. Was that her original plan? To have the carrier land elsewhere, not on to the coordinates she shared with me?
Maybe she’d merely approached him yesterday to test his loyalty. He wouldn’t put it past her—he often felt like she trusted no one except her brother.
The only thing that made him hesitate to believe such a thing was how Nada had, without a second thought, sacrificed her freedom for him in the subterranean storage room that day.
Perhaps that’s exactly why she’d asked him to take part in her Ahraar scheme, because he owed her. Nada, being principled, would never throw it in his face—I did this for you, so now do this for me—but she must have counted on reciprocal loyalty.
But his loyalty was to the rules of the world his parents had taught him. It is against those rules to abduct someone. And you must follow the ruler you serve, the one who takes care of you. “Lein wants me to aid in locating his fiancée.”
“The Council of Guardians is undertaking that mission. They’re already here.” Tiller pointed at the window that looked down on the hangar floor. Musaid turned around and walked to it.
An army of silent androids in dark teal and silver gray—colors of ALIGN—was scanning every inch of the hangar, gliding around the five carriers parked in the space. Two Guardian forces soldiers, their expressions masked by the visors of their silver-gray helmets, stood by, on opposite ends of the hangar, overseeing. One of them glanced up as Tiller moved to stand beside Musaid at the window.
Musaid felt the slight nod Tiller gave the guard before what was happening registered in his brain.
They must have found Nada’s piece of paper in my drawer.
Though the coordinates don’t match the landing, it’s still evidence of tampering.
The soldier who’d looked up was now making his way to the black metal stairs that led to Tiller’s office. His uniform was so similar to the androids’ cladding that it was eerie to watch, as though he was as emotionless as the robots he moved through.
“They have some questions for you,” Tiller said, walking back to his desk. “I don’t know what it’s about.”
Musaid swallowed. “Did Lein authorize it?”
“Authorize Guardian forces to ask questions? Since when is that a condition?” Tiller sat in his chair and chuckled, his soft face crumbling easily. He was a citizen of Upper Earth who’d reluctantly taken the post of training carrier pilots on Lower Earth and still hadn’t gotten friendly with any of the Vergers he knew, still considered himself their benefactor. “The Council of Guardians is Lein’s superior, remember that.”
“I report to Lein.” Musaid straightened himself, aware that he was moments away from being discovered. There were only four flights of stairs between him and imprisonment, and for a Guardian soldier, trained in physical feats beyond anyone on Earth, those flights were a breeze. He’d be up here in less than a minute. “I’ll check in with Lein first.”
“You work for me.” Tiller tilted his head back and appraised Musaid. “And I sense subordination.”
“Lein told me to make no moves in the investigation without checking in with him.”
Tiller rolled his chair back and stood up.
Musaid realized he’d have to make an important decision this very minute.
There’s no way they’ll believe anything I say now. I’ll either be giving Nada away or sentencing myself to a slow death.
He’d witnessed what had happened to political prisoners under Gauis.
With Lein, he’d have a chance—but he needed to get away from Tiller’s handling of this. He pressed his earlink twice. “Lein, aur.”
Just as the door opened and the soldier entered, Lein aured into the room.
Tiller tightened his jaw, and the result was immediate; on the left side of his forehead, the scalplink lit up.
Heart sinking, Musaid realized the hierarchy of authority in the building. Still, he had to try. “Lein, they’re questioning me without your—”
Before Musaid finished, Lein disappeared, linking capability denied by Tiller.
The soldier strode up and removed Musaid’s earlink.
He was alone.



After an hour being grilled by both soldiers about the coordinates found in his office drawer to no avail, Musaid was taken back to Tiller’s office. The soldier who’d brought him down initially now addressed Tiller. “De-clear him. He’ll be taken for forensic probing at the base. Loyalty clearances need removal.”
“He doesn’t have any. The order was for carrier pilots to be knitted at the ceremony next week. His only communication is through the carrier and this paltry link.” Tiller held up the earlink they’d removed from Musaid, a smirk on his face. Other than the palace guards, who’d graduated to scalplinks, the rest of Lower Earth still relied on removeable earlinks for communications.
“Permission to move him to base?” the soldier asked.
“Granted.” Tiller looked into Musaid’s eyes triumphantly. “It’s the best when criminals are dealt with swiftly. Especially traitorous ones. Take him away.”
Musaid shook his head. “I had nothing to do with the landing.”
Tiller sat down at his desk and waved his hand in dismissal.
As the soldier motioned to Musaid to move to the stairs, Musaid wondered if he should make a run for it. They still hadn’t handcuffed him, and maybe he could make it out of the hangar, hide in the rough terrain of rock and dunes outside the premises.
He’d have to stay out of sight for a long time, but at least he’d have a chance to be free long enough to find the truth for Lein. Of what happened to the carrier. And Raisa.
And not compromise Nada.
His decision was made for him when he arrived at the top landing of the stairs. The main doors to the hangar slid open to the best sight Musaid had seen today: Lein, one of his many land carriers parked in the dusty road behind him, striding into the hangar.
He drove over on his own.
Musaid immediately broke into a smile, relief rushing at him.
In a black purform suit, Lein appeared unfazed by the specter that greeted him. The androids, standing motionless in formation at one end of the huge warehouse space, their mission completed, suddenly turned their heads to him in unison. No sound accompanied this movement, only the synergy of all eyes trained on the “intruder”—eyes that housed a magazine of precision bullets.
Lein simply looked up and nodded at Musaid and then at the soldier. “Release him to me.” His voice was raised enough to reach them at the top of the stairs.
It must have carried into the office behind them, because Tiller emerged and stood looking down at Lein. “He’s under Council of Guardians authority.”
“I am Council of Guardians.” Lein didn’t move from in front of the automated hangar doors, so they stayed wide open, and for Musaid, the sight of the black land carrier on a yellow-hued sandy road with the dusky sky in the background was a beautiful promise of freedom.
He wanted to bound down those steps.
Tiller shook his head, the smirk residual on his face. “My information is you’re not a guardian until the ceremony. One more week.”
Lein calmly activated his scalplink. “Aeon, aur.”
Without the crackle that had accompanied Lein’s previous auring in the office upstairs, Aeon, head of the Council of Guardians, seamlessly materialized and turned to face Tiller head-on.
Tiller and the soldier saluted immediately.
Musaid did, too, without thinking.
Aside from pictures, this was the first time he’d seen Aeon, and the effect of his presence was immediate. He couldn’t tell if it was Aeon’s long white hair brushed back, the trim white beard, the simplicity of his gray purform suit, or the way his face was long and kindly. Put together, the leader of ALIGN communicated wisdom, the kind borne from long years of hard work and service.
“Guardian Lein has updated me as to the situation.” He spoke in judicious yet warm tones. “Please release the pilot to Guardian Lein without delay.”
Then the chief guardian left their midst as quickly as he’d entered it.
Today had already been a wild ride of emotions for Musaid, but now every single thing faded at the awe that Aeon himself had appeared to intervene on his behalf.
This swept everything aside.
The only feeling that remained now was unadulterated relief. It felt like a pure hit of dopamine, better than the Surge drops Lein took daily, that he sometimes offered Musaid.
Tiller turned to the soldier and nodded. “Deliver him to the prince,” he said before heading back to his office, not even wasting another glance at Musaid.
Musaid walked down the stairs, the soldier behind him, and followed Lein out the door.
The land carrier doors opened automatically, and as was his custom when it was only Lein and him on the road, Musaid made his way to the driver’s side. He always took over carrier programming.
“Get in the back,” Lein instructed, taking the front passenger seat beside Roma, who now served as head palace driver since Musaid had become a pilot.
A palace guard got out of the back seat and beckoned Musaid to get in, where another guard was waiting, seated.
Sandwiched between security guards as the land carrier moved along the road leading out of the hangar compound, aware of the ponderous silence that filled the vehicle like a darkening haze, Musaid had a brief thought he flicked away: Was this the promise of freedom he’d looked forward to merely a moment ago?
Another thought intruded: Or was he in some sort of trouble even worse than the one he was leaving behind at the hangar?
Had Nada’s actions led to this…whatever was to come for him?
He didn’t blame her, though.
He could never blame her.



He knew Nada loved him, but he also knew she had changed drastically in prison. He was sure she’d met someone who’d transformed her from a person who cared about the welfare of others, was upset at her grandmother’s death under mysterious circumstances, cared about justice, but who still wanted to love Musaid, still believed in a peaceful, comfortable future with him.
Upon her temporary release at sixteen, she’d come back to the palace eager to see him again—but, along with that excitement, there had also been something more glinting in her eyes.
When she came seeking him in the kitchen at teatime that first day of her release, it was as though she didn’t see only him.
Like the world had opened up bigger for her while she was imprisoned, and now she couldn’t concentrate on simply one thing.
Well, on one person.
It was as though she didn’t remember they had missed each other, that he’d smuggled in tiny gifts with the packages the palace had provided the imprisoned twins as a royal favor.
The first had been a little piece of metal from the palace garage where he worked that he’d noticed was shaped like a heart, that he’d sanded smooth and engraved with M&N and tucked into the pocket of a pair of pants sent for Nada. Then a small corked jar filled with the blue and green sea glass he’d collected over months, whenever he’d driven Lein to the ocean launch site for the Bridge and he’d had time to roam the shore, thinking of the sea-glass ring she’d made when they were kids, after learning from him how to bend metal wire.
He’d thought she might want to make more jewelry, so he patiently assembled the best sea glass he could find. Then he periodically sent more. He couldn’t stand to imagine her bored in prison.
Or worse, sad.
She couldn’t ever reply to him, of course, but somehow, he knew she was thinking of him. He had to believe it.
But when she came back at sixteen, he started to wonder.
Their first conversation then—her a vision in a pink dress, him in his rough work clothes smudged with engine oil from working on one of the palace cars—did not go the way he’d wanted it to. And every subsequent conversation after, during those two weeks of her release, drove them further apart; he began often suppressing his real thoughts—they were the opposite of hers!—and she drove her convictions into him like a nail, many nails in fact.
There was so much wrong in the world, according to Nada, and the only guarantee of a bright future was to join those agitating for change.
He sat stone-faced through her rants, waiting for her passions to pass. But increasingly, it became evident they had become a part of her.
The only thing that brought a beautiful respite to their relationship was when the old holy man, Murrabi Hasuf, whom he hadn’t seen for years, randomly showed up in the kitchen the day before Nada got resentenced to prison, the day before she stood up for him in the storage room.
They’d been arguing at teatime again, Nada at the stove, stirring a pot—they’d agreed to his favorite tea, cinnarose; she was making it; he, dressed cleanly in a collared shirt and crisp trousers, was setting the service, trying to appeal to her again to lay low for a while. “We only need a few good years. Lein promised me he’d get me promoted to training at the hangar. That will double my savings. He said he’s going to increase my salary if I rise to pilot, and then I can even transfer to the hangar on Upper Earth. I’ll be at least guard level at that point. We can say our vows then.”
He hoped she would see how hard he’d worked in the four years of her imprisonment; not many at the palace had risen like he had, now head land carrier driver at seventeen.
She turned around to him. “I’ll never live on Upper Earth. Ever.”
He decided to not argue. She was being combative again.
But then. She loved Nene Nushba. “Nene liked Upper Earth.”
“Because she didn’t know what they were about. She didn’t know the extent of their plans for Lower Earth.”
He positioned the napkin to the right of the tea saucer and shook his head, not looking at her. “You’re saying Nene, who used to visit Upper Earth every couple of months, did not know what it was like?”
There was a hissing sound, and he looked up, alarmed, thinking that it was coming from Nada. The milky-pink tea was bubbling over on the pot behind her, singeing as it met the burner. “Nada!”
She turned and lifted the pot by the handle with two hands and set it on an unlit adjacent burner. With her back to him as she stirred the pot again to settle the tea, she said quietly, “As long as I live, I’ll never let anyone I love, love Upper Earth.” She lay the wooden spoon across the top of the pot and turned again to face him. “Especially you. Because I hate Upper Earth with a loathing that lights my brain on fire. I’d rather die than see you try to move there.”
His arms rose unconsciously. They were going to fold across his chest. He’d done this repeatedly in her presence lately.
He dropped his arms. What was going on? Why couldn’t they be good to each other? “Never is a strong word. Hate is a strong word.” He suddenly sat down on one of the three chairs. They still kept Nene Nushba’s seat there as though she was forever with them at teatime. “And you’d rather die? Why such extremes?”
“Why? How can you ask why? When an entire nation is enslaved by Upper Earth, and we’re next?”
“The Bridge joined Upper willingly. They were happy to be signatories of ALIGN.”
“They were violently coerced.”
“Violently?”
“You don’t understand! You’ve never lived on the Bridge! These are facts from those who witnessed the massacre! I met survivors!”
His part—now that she was getting passionate—was to respond calmly, reframe her assertions by presenting reality. “There is no such thing as a bloodless massacre. What you’re describing is people consenting to change their conditions.”
“There were deaths! And it was manufactured consent! They were manipulated to give up their free will!” Nada abruptly turned back around and opened a drawer to take out a pink-orange-hued porcelain teapot. It was Nene Nushba’s favorite; it went with her precious peony cup. “Don’t you believe that people can be killed from within? Conquered from inside? Their choices programmed?”
Nada took the teapot lid off and set a tea strainer on the opening. Then she poured the tea from the pot slowly, though her hand shook slightly, and recapped the teapot. Just as she lifted it to bring to the table, a man appeared at the door that led to the kitchen yard.
On seeing him, Musaid stood up immediately. “Murrabi Hasuf!”
His hair and beard were whiter and longer than Musaid remembered. And looked very unruly. Like they were not fully brushed out and were beginning to tangle.
The last time Musaid had seen the old man was a year after Nene Nushba passed.
Then, abruptly, it had been four years without a trace of one who used to be at the palace every day.
Murrabi Hasuf smiled but didn’t come in—until he saw Nada, who’d walked to the table to set the teapot and arrange the cups. He took a step inside, his eyes wide, smile gone. “Are you…?”
“Nada,” Musaid answered for her, embarrassed that Nada had ignored the old man while she continued to fix things on the table.
“Nushba’s…”
“Granddaughter,” Musaid again answered for Nada.
Oh. He remembered. She didn’t know who Murrabi Hasuf was. A holy man. Chief advisor to Nene Nushba.
Nada had never seen him because before imprisonment she’d been too young to go into the Chamber of Diwan. Musaid had only been allowed in to announce that vehicles were ready to transport guests, dignitaries, and other important people when he was apprenticing in the garage. And soon after Nene Nushba died, Nada had gone to prison.
She had never met the learned man who was as kind as he was smart.
“Would you like to drink tea with us?” Musaid pulled the third chair out for him.
Murrabi Hasuf nodded and took a seat. Musaid noticed his hands were dirty, which was odd for someone as fastidiously tidy as he remembered the old man to be.
He went and got a bowl and a pitcher of water and brought it back. “Wash?”
Murrabi Hasuf nodded again, and as he rubbed his hands together under the stream of water, he looked from his hands to Nada and back.
“Murrabi Hasuf knew Nene Nushba,” Musaid explained to Nada, aware she’d gone quiet. “He was an advisor here.”
Nada finally looked interested. “With peace, I meet you.”
“A true granddaughter of Nushba.” Murrabi Hasuf’s eyes immediately filled with tears. “The first words she ever said to me were those. With peace, I meet you.”
“She was the only one I ever heard say that,” Nada said. “She said it was a greeting handed down in her clan. She was the sole remaining member of her family for the longest time…and now I guess Nayf and I are the only ones left.”
“And Nayf, is he—” Murrabi Hasuf cleared his throat. “Is he out of prison too?”
Nada shook her head. “Only I was released for Aunt Rufa’s funeral.”
Musaid wondered if that was why the murrabi had suddenly shown up now too—Queen Rufa was the last of Amir Gauis’s official wives and would be getting a state funeral with full ceremony the upcoming weekend.
Murrabi Hasuf nodded and settled back in his chair as though already spent from washing his hands.
Nada lifted the teapot up and moved it over to his cup. “Would you like tea? It’s cinnamon rose. Or, if you’d like something else, I can make it.”
“Your grandmother’s recipe? The tea she used to call ‘cinnarose’? I’ve had it and would love some again.” Murrabi Hasuf smiled at Nada. “I make it myself from time to time.”
“It’s not sweet, so you can add sugar as you wish.” Nada finished pouring him the pink tea and moved on to Musaid’s cup.
“Yes, thank you. I personally do like my tea sweet.” With more vigor than a moment ago, Murrabi Hasuf leaned over to grasp the sugar tongs and added two cubes into his cup. When they sank after two jaunty splashes, Musaid felt a distinct change to the mood in the room.
Murrabi Hasuf finished stirring his tea, set the spoon on his saucer, and looked up at Nada eagerly. “Have you ever heard the story of how your grandmother accepted your grandfather’s proposal?”
Nada hovered the teapot over Musaid’s cup and paused pouring to smile at Murrabi Hasuf. “I haven’t. I would love to hear it, if you know.”
“In her family, the gesture of accepting someone for marriage was to sweeten the tea you served them. If you didn’t want to accept their proposal, you salted the tea. Therefore, only the ones who proposed would know the truth. As they were the only ones tasting the salted tea.”
“In that case, Musaid, I need to salt your tea,” Nada said.
Musaid shook his head. “Hilarious.”
“You two are…?” Murrabi Hasuf looked from one to the other.
Musaid liked the way Murrabi Hasuf let people finish his thoughts. How would this thought be finished?
How will Nada finish it?
“We are—” They both spoke at once.
“Yes, we are interested in each other,” Musaid said.
“Yes, we were talking about vows,” Nada said. “Just before you came in actually.” She raised her eyebrows at Musaid.
“What are you waiting for?” Murrabi Hasuf got excited. “Nushba thought highly of you, Musaid. And she loved you beyond herself, Nada.”
Nada stared at the old man for a few seconds, her active eyebrows now dancing, perplexed. “We’re young,” she said, as though nothing else was needed by way of explanation. “It doesn’t make sense for us now.”
“The world is harsh. And life is short. We don’t know how many more days we will wake to.” Murrabi Hasuf looked earnestly from one face to the other. “Nushba would be so happy to see you like this.” He reached for Musaid’s hand and then Nada’s.
Musaid felt immensely happy suddenly. Someone else wanted the one thing he had longed for the most in recent days: him and Nada to be joined.
Did Nene Nushba want it too?
He looked at Nada, checking her temperament, and she looked back at him.
For the first time in a long time, she looked at him with peace.
“With peace, I meet you,” Musaid said to her, tenderness slowing his playful tone.
She smiled at him instantly, and he was grateful his smile often caused her to reciprocate. “And with peace, I meet you.”
There it was, a monumental reason he loved her; it felt that easy to win her back. She wiped her heart clean for him.
His hand tightened in Murrabi Hasuf’s hold.
“The way this world is, it is best to commit to love more quickly than slowly. Now rather than later. With joy, and not in fear of time running out.” Murrabi Hasuf looked from one to the other. “Since you already feel love for each other, do you commit to tending to that love for as long as you live? To live in peace under the One who grants peace and love?”
Musaid said, “Yes, always.”
Nada nodded. “For all the days I live.”
Musaid felt his heart freeing itself from the stressful binds it had experienced just moments before.
“I join your vows.” Murrabi Hasuf drew both their hands in and put Nada’s on top of Musaid’s, with his in between theirs. “Be patient. Wait a little to make a home for yourselves before you join fully. But you are one under the One.”
When Murrabi Hasuf let go their hands, Nada quickly picked up her teacup and took a huge gulp from it. She placed it back down on the saucer more slowly, gently, and a teary-eyed, still-smiling Musaid noticed a most beautiful thing: Before she looked at him again, she picked up a napkin and dried her own tears.
There it was again, filling her face, chasing away the bitter from earlier—a sweet smile that said I can find my way back to happiness quickly when I’m with you.
He wanted to gather her in his arms.
But he would listen to Murrabi Hasuf.
And work toward a home for them before he held her.
At least now that she was released from prison, with reassurance from Lein that he was going to ask Amir Gauis to pardon her, he would be able to see her daily as he toiled toward his goal.
As though his dreams had blown up too big, and needed the piercing necessary for him to be brought back down to earth, the next day after that tea with Murrabi Hasuf, Nada was sent back to prison—sentenced for holding a book belonging to Nene Nushba, traitor to the palace.
Which she’d done only to protect Musaid.
And they never saw the one who had bound their hearts again.
Murrabi Hasuf disappeared from the world again.















10th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
CAUGHT, AGAIN
The room I wake in is dark, but afternoon light dapples through the sheer curtains revealing an orange winged chair near the window, with my carrier case sitting on it and a second winged chair, this one brown, on the wall opposite the window, and nothing else. I’m lying on a bed that is hard, an unnecessary quilt spread on top of me, my head resting on a laughably lumpy pillow.
I sit up and immediately groan at the sudden stinging pain in my upper right arm—why?
Did Pax knock me unconscious, like she’d threatened?
As my arm begins to throb, the memory of what happened earlier floods my brain, and it’s almost like my scalplink is active again, though it’s no longer on my forehead: Pax parking the vehicle behind a small green metal house in the woods, the same woods we drove through the entire way. I know because I kept my eyes open after that first sleep, and we never left the forest.
After parking, I remember her getting out with the gun, opening the door for me, me stepping out with my case, immediately feeling the nip in the air, realizing this was a different temperature zone than the one the air carrier had landed in, feeling grateful for the spread of warmth as my purform suit adjusted, turning my head to see a two-story house up ahead—red brick with a black door and black window trim, the front door opening, feeling Pax fall to the ground beside me, which took my attention away from seeing just who had opened the door to the house…and then the sudden sting on my arm.
An injection.
I step off the bed gently now and go to the corner of the window, pulling a bit of the white drapes aside to peer out. A strange sight greets me: four men, two with blood splatters on the earth around them, and Pax, all five of them lying on the ground, hands and legs tied up. Another man is sitting on a storehouse of chopped wood guarding them, a gun in his lap, smoking and glancing at the road up ahead once in a while. The green metal house is in the distance, but I can’t see Pax’s land carrier where she’d parked it.
Though it’s disturbing, there’s a serene quality to the macabre scene outside, perhaps due to its background of colorful cacophony of autumn leaves atop tall trees, blue skies, and chopped-wood piles. It brings to mind visions of my favorite Seasons of Old Earth exhibit room at the Museum of Temporal Worlds.
Except this time, brutes people the pastoral scene.
“You appear at ease. I’m glad.”
I jump at the voice, turn in shock to see an old man sitting on the brown winged chair. He has a deeply lined face, framed by long, curly hair, center-split and tangled, and lively gray eyes. His long, rough robe is such a dark burgundy, it looks brown. “Don’t be afraid. You’re safe here. For a little while anyhow.” He lowers his eyes when he says the last part, as though he speaks more to himself than me.
Something about him evokes a memory, but I can’t place it.
“Rest up. We have some traveling to do to get you to safety, and I don’t want you to be exhausted. Would you like something to eat before or after you’ve slept some more?”
I don’t know how to answer, unsure I can trust this old man who appears too benevolent.
“Oh, of course, I didn’t introduce myself! The people know me as Murrabi Hasuf. Though of late, no one has referred to me by that name, as I’ve been in hiding, so I’ve taken to calling myself the Tangled Servant.” Again, he speaks to himself at the end. He looks up at me, smiling. “And you are known as Raisa. What do you call yourself? To yourself?”
I stay silent, remain standing.
“Completely understandable, that you prefer to collect your thoughts. I’m sorry I pressed you—”
There’s a shout below, outside. “Stop your progress! You’ve been warned.”
I part the curtain and see a girl behind the green metal house—shed, the word uploads into my brain, scalplinkless—and she looks up at me at the same time. She’s in black, a hood on her head, straight, even bangs across her forehead, boots on her feet with pants tucked into them. She nods at me as though in solidarity.
Is she the one who’s been tracking me through the forest?
“Ah, Nada. She couldn’t sit still for even a minute, of course.” The old man has joined me at the window but without parting the drapes. He stands on the opposite side of me and peeks through the slit. Once more, he speaks quietly, as though to himself. “As soon as she’s released, she’s in the thick of things.”
“Who is she?”
“I prefer people to share who they are themselves.”
“I’d like to be let go. I’m supposed to be starting preparations for my wedding.” I watch the girl turn her head to take in her surroundings as though assessing the situation. “Not be held against my will.”
The man who had been leaning on the woodpile has moved into view now, his gun relaxed by his side. He draws himself up to his full height as he faces the girl. The disparity in their size is obvious—he is a hulking man with bulging arms; she, slight, petite. But he shouts in a bold voice as though he’s addressing a combat equal. “Before you take another step, just know there’s not a chance in hell you’re going to take her!”
“Why must you invoke hell, Jansu?” the old man murmurs, tsking to himself.
I glance at him. “Is she coming for me?”
“Again, I prefer people to tell their own stories.”
“Am I being held here?” I stare at the girl outside, still hiding behind the shed, wondering if my instincts are right: My senses tell me she is someone I should meet on my own, on our own terms. She looks determined, capable, strong. “Or can I march out there and talk to her? Have her tell me who she is herself? Like you said?”
“You are not imprisoned, Raisa. You are being saved from imprisonment.” For the first time the Tangled Servant looks at me sternly, holds my gaze.
“Then I can leave?”
“To march toward your imprisonment? Alas, no.” He moves forward and I step back, flinching, a sense of menace filling me. He moves to the center of the window and draws the curtains wide open with panache.
I glance out the window. Nada looks up at me again, and then her eyes move to my side, to the old man staring down at her, and they immediately widen. She straightens and walks forward, hands raised in surrender, staring at the window, face transformed into the opposite of when I first saw her.
Now it’s open and relaxed.
“I only say this because she won’t tell you herself, but she’s such an amazing spirit, unmatched in valor and integrity.” The Tangled Servant turns and walks to the door. “Shall we say hello to her?”















10th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF MEN WHO THWART
She ate, attacking the food at the table, famished, but didn’t take her eyes off Raisa. She couldn’t remember who had given her the impression that Lein’s fiancée wasn’t good-looking—maybe Lein himself? Maybe the faint aura he’d played in the dark library where the fiancée had declared herself the Fledgling?—but Nada thought otherwise. She was beautiful.
There was an elegance about Raisa that conjured the lie—clad as truth—impressed upon lowly humans on Earth by the confederacy known as ALIGN: that those who lived high above them in Upper Earth were the best-evolved humans.
Nada refused to believe that’s what made Raisa so compelling as she sat in the kitchen, across a table filled with a meal of aromatic scrambled eggs, warm bread, dried fruits, pickled vegetables, and yogurt.
Nada’s first impression of Raisa didn’t match the one she’d held in her head for so long while in prison. She’d imagined alabaster skin like the chief guardian’s. She’d imagined ocean-blue eyes like his. Golden-brown hair.
At least one of those genetic traits.
But other than her father’s height, and clothes that marked her as clearly Upper Earth, Raisa didn’t look like him. She was brown skin glowing in the golden light of the late afternoon sun, dark-eyed gaze alternating from the fork she moved around the still-full plate in front of her, to Nada’s face, to Murrabi Hasuf’s as he drank tea calmly.
A long, slightly flared nose ending in lips painted red. Jet-black hair, most of which rippled lushly behind her, reaching mid-back, while the hair framing her face was cut short to her chin and turned in to cradle her face.
So she was the stunning girl in the Fledgling posters that papered Verg.
Nada finished off her second plate and started on her third—she hadn’t eaten properly since leaving prison yesterday.
“You haven’t said much, Nada. Should I leave you two alone? Perhaps there’s something you want to talk to Raisa about?” Murrabi Hasuf set his cup down. “I take it you don’t find yourself so far up north for some haphazard, trifling reason. Especially so immediately after your release.”
“I would like to talk to Raisa.” Nada tore a piece of bread and scooped up eggs scrambled with onions, herbs, and tomatoes. “Outside.”
“Nope.” The man who had yelled at her in the yard, still standing outdoors, pressed his face against the screen of the kitchen window to shout this into the room. Though his beard was neat and trim, his face bore soot, as though he’d spent time in a fireplace. Combined with his clothing sense—he looked like a bear due to the heft of his black and brown coat layers—his visage communicated stay away. And Nada planned to, now scowling at his interruption through the window. Her forehead creased some more when he added, “Unless we confiscate your bike. The one you left hidden up the road. Thinking you could sneak up on us like that!”
Nada looked at Murrabi Hasuf, exasperated. “Does that make sense? These threats of his? I don’t know who he is, but I’m not dealing with him.”
“Do you want to take Raisa somewhere?” Murrabi Hasuf asked politely. “You know we can’t let that happen, Nada.”
“What are you both doing with her here? Why did you land the carrier in the forest to bring her here?”
“We did no such thing.”
“Then how did she get here?”
“Ask the criminals out back. The troupe Jansu’s watching over.” Murrabi Hasuf shook his head. “We followed them because our eyes on the ground told us they were coming for Raisa. The company’s called Kingsnake, leading shadow marketers in Lower Earth, mercenaries; they deal in everything illegal. They had nefarious plans to hold her ransom for an exorbitant amount of money. And I’m not convinced that was their only plan. They’re also bride marketers after all.” He shuddered. “Monsters.”
“Murrabi Hasuf, respectfully, Musaid told me that you were one of Nene Nushba’s most trusted friends. I’ve been told Nayf similarly trusts you. That’s why I’m sitting here now, because due to them, I trust you. But I hope you trust me too.” Nada lowered a second scoop of eggs from her plate and stared at him. “I know what I’m doing.”
“Ah, you bring up the wonderful, kind Musaid. Exactly how is he? I haven’t been out and about for years now. I hope you’ve seen him recently? It’s rare the bond you both have, that I was fortunate to bless. A precious bond, especially in these times. Please treasure it, grow it.”
Nada shook her head, exasperated again. “Do you trust me?”
“And Nayf, what a soul.” Murrabi Hasuf turned to Raisa. “When you meet him, you’ll see what measured perseverance is. He will never give up on whatever he dedicates himself to.”
“Murrabi Hasuf, again, respectfully, do you trust me?” Nada asked, more sternly this time.
Murrabi Hasuf continued talking to Raisa. “We ask you simply to accompany us to a place of safety. So we can decide our next steps as a group, after hearing each other out.”
“You mean like you’re not hearing me now?” Nada’s voice rose several notches until she yelled the next part out in agitation. “You’re choosing not to listen! Nor answer me!”
“Even though we can be right next to another person, we humans succumb to yelling exactly at the moment our hearts have grown apart. We yell to reach over that cavern opened up between us. And I’m sorry, you’re right: I’m not answering you, Nada. That’s why you feel your heart retreating from meeting mine. That’s why you’re yelling now.” Murrabi Hasuf looked down. “I haven’t been answering because I know you will not like what I say.”
“That you don’t trust me back?” Her voice quieter, Nada peered at him, trying to lift his eyes to her face.
“Trust, yes.” Murrabi Hasuf gazed at her again and smiled kindly, but it was not a cheery smile. It was a benevolent one, exuding warmth but not the respect Nada sought. His next words affirmed her assessment of him. “Do I believe you know what you’re doing? Alas, not at all, that’s why it’s not the kind of trust you want from me.”
“And that’s the thing I’m most sure about!” Jansu pressed his face up to the screen again to yell this, his beard hairs pushing up against the mesh. “You, little girl, don’t know what you’re doing! Because we know exactly what you’re up to! And it’s the woman you work for who cannot be trusted.”
Nada sat back in her chair, wiping her fingers on the napkin she’d drawn away from the table. Then she got up and went to the sink to wash her hands, returning to the table with hard steps, certain her face looked livid, with the amount of heat she felt rising in her.
She marched once again to the sink, this time to splash water on her face, remembering both Salwe’s reminder to rein in her temper to force her mind to think strategically as opposed to through the haze of galloping rage, as well as her grandmother’s teachings on dousing sparks of impending fury with cool water.
“Am I allowed to speak on my behalf?” Raisa said, letting go of her knife and fork with a clatter. “I would like to speak to Nada privately. I would like to make my own decision, thank you very much.”
“Your own decision will lead to no decisions for you.” Murrabi Hasuf spoke kindly again, but with paternal calm, and Nada heard the clear undercurrent of a threat in it.
From the sink, Nada turned to the old man. “You can’t hold us here. This is against what we’re fighting for on Aerd, Murrabi Hasuf, you know that. They lived free of their programmers; they lived by their own free will.” She recited Salwe’s epitaph for a just world aloud, turning to Raisa in appeal. “You can choose your own course. Come with me.”
“And you are not programmed, Nada?” Murrabi Hasuf stood up. “Exactly where are you taking Raisa?”
The answer exploded out of her before she could strain it through the sieve of strategy, to ensure it was judicious, before she could asses its impact, that it wouldn’t blow things apart. Before she could decide on her cards to play with Raisa, the most important asset in this whole thing. “I’m taking Raisa to her mother! She’s been waiting for her for a decade!”
The cool water hadn’t subdued her temper.
Murrabi Hasuf sat back down, triumphant. “And why, Nada? Why do you take her to her mother?”
His face was inscrutable now, and Nada felt déjà vu, but it wasn’t of a moment that had played out before; it was more of a feeling of familiarity. But as quickly as it came to her, it exited her consciousness, leaving her only with a surfeit of exhaustion. These two men aren’t going to let us head out.
She turned to Raisa to register the effect of her outburst.
It must have been an unfathomable shock.
The chief guardian’s daughter was staring at Nada, shaking her head, slowly at first and then quicker, angrily. “Don’t you dare bring up my mother to lure me.”
Raisa stood so abruptly, the chair crashed to the floor behind her. She ran to the door that led to the backyard and opened it. Cold air flooded the kitchen.
Nada rushed outside after her only to see Raisa run right into Jansu, who immediately wrapped her in his arms as though he really was a great bear standing on his hind legs, and lifted her to haul her back inside as she kicked and threw her hands to beat at him. “Stop it! Let me go! You brutes!”
The old woman tied up on the ground began laughing. “That’s it, girl, you’re a fast learner. We’re only brutes or monsters here on Lower Earth.”















10th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
TRAPPED IN A PUZZLE
They’ve let me shelter myself in the bedroom I first awoke in. It’s late afternoon now, past our Upper Earth’s siesta time, and yet even the unceasing train of unexpected events today don’t cause me to settle with exhaustion into the bed I lie on.
Instead, I’m a tangle of frenetic emotions and thoughts—mostly revealed in a mess of questions.
Why would the girl downstairs say such a thing about my mother?
Simply to get me to follow her?
What do these people want of me? From Pax, to the old man and the brute outside with him, to the girl my first instinct—my absolutely false instinct—had been to trust, all of them, they’re each using me for something, each behaving with the brutality Lower Earth is known for…
But…saying my mother is alive?
That is the most brutal thing of all. To lie so boldly and, using such brazen fraud, to stir childhood hopes that have long blown out and been buried.
The aura of the explosion above the Bridge that killed my mother plays out in my head now.
Also playing out: memories of the times I sat in the Hall of History, pinching and pulling out and pinching and pulling out the aura with my fingers to enlarge the video to see if I could make out an image, however fuzzy it might be, of my mother’s face looking out of the air carrier window before it burst into flames.
I was ten when I found out that there was a capture of the bombing in the Hall of History. Since then, because I found myself there almost weekly to watch it, I’ve witnessed the explosion hundreds of times.
I spent hours in the hall fruitlessly trying to glimpse my mother’s face again.
That girl in the kitchen downstairs lied shamelessly…and stirred ashes into tiny embers of hope.
That’s the awful truth I don’t want to acknowledge.
I swallow hard to quell the lump rising in my throat, and to distract myself from the cacophony in my brain, I explore my mother’s hairbrush I brought to the bed with me, trying to find how Dame Kizuwanda released the knife, trying to recall her words to me before I left Upper Earth.
Did Dame Kizuwanda know I’d be in danger down here? To so boldly unsheathe the knife for me?
I get up suddenly and make my way to my open carrier case on the orange chair. My discarded scalplink is in it. I try again to reknit myself, but there’s no familiar zing at the side of my brow, and instead, a pit of dread immediately reveals itself in my stomach.
Just like when Pax abducted me, I’m alone in my head.
I slide off the scalplink, remove the blue-and-gold ornaments Dame Kizuwanda gifted me to dress up the link, and turn them around. They’re magnetized, as all scalplink jewelry is.
But, exactly as I suspected, this one is different. It feels heavier.
Put it on shortly before landing, Dame Kizuwanda said this morning.
I scrape at the back of the jewelry with my nails to no results. I bring the carrier case to the bed and leave it open there.
First the hairbrush knife—I need it for more than one reason. As a tool, as a weapon. By pressing each pearl on the brush handle in different ways, with varying amounts of pressure, I finally open it. It comes apart in my hands with a quiet, but satisfying, release sound.
The blade glints in the hazy golden light of the sun, getting ready to set, peeking through the curtains.
I put the knife to work scraping the back of the scalplink jewelry, a suspicion growing in me—Put it on shortly before landing. What if not only had Dame Kizuwanda known I would be in danger, what if…
There it is, revealed in the innards of the jewelry she gave me: complex circuitry that is never on regular scalplink jewelry.
Circuitry to shut down my scalplink?
What if Dame Kizuwanda was setting me up to deal with this danger without any help from ALIGN?
Without Papa.
The thought hits me so hard I drop back on the lumpy pillow and stare at the textured plastered ceiling.
I am truly alone here. No way to communicate with anyone. No information fed into my brain about the optimal way to get out of this predicament.
No signals emitting for Papa, Lein, Upper Earth to track and rescue me.
It might as well be that I’ve disappeared from the world…to be on my own in the midst of so many who want to hurt me. Just because of who I am—someone from Upper Earth, Lein’s fiancée, Papa’s daughter, someone with the privilege to bring the attention of the powerful.
Someone they see as valuable for their aims, like I’m an object, not a human being.
I’m simply a hostage.
Typical brutish behavior.
Dame Kizuwanda set me up for this. Why?
Who is she exactly?
Did she suddenly offer to be part of designing my wedding clothes for some odd…no, for a nefarious reason?
But she also showed me the knife…How does that go with a suspicious intent? To provide me with protection?
I’m tangled up again with unknowns.
There’s a knock on the door. I thrust the knife back hard into the brush paddle head, shove the scalplink under my pillow, and sit up. I begin brushing my hair with my mother’s hairbrush, with the minimal calm I can muster from my fearful faculties.
“Can I open?” It’s that girl’s voice, low, urgent. That delusional girl. The liar. Who my instincts had been wrong about.
I don’t answer, and she brazenly opens it.
“Jansu is inside now, but he’s sleeping, and Murrabi Hasuf has also fallen asleep. I know you don’t believe me, you have every right not to, but just listen, please.” She talks fast, as if I have somewhere to run when she’s blocking the door, and has an edginess about her that blares that she can take me in a fight.
Even a fight where I’m the one holding the knife—a knife I don’t know how to wield. Or, truthfully, even unsheathe without spending an inordinate amount of time trying to locate the release button again.
“Your mother told me to show you something. That, perhaps, it may convince you that what I say is true.” She unzips a pocket on the side of her pants and draws out a red cloth exactly like the one I have nestled in my carrier case, now open on the bed, revealing its contents.
Our eyes shoot to the same scarf in my case. I shake my head, and though I’m growing livid, I laugh. “So that’s it. It makes sense now. Dame Kizuwanda works with you. She unknitted me from the system and waved a red scarf at me like it’s a password, to get me to follow you.” Sobering, I shake my head again, this time in disgust. “I can’t believe someone I trusted for ten years would betray me like this. There was a reason Papa didn’t like Dame Kizuwanda fully. All this time, she worked with you brutes.”
“Your own mother works with the so-called brutes. The Ahraar. Revolutionaries. That’s what we are.” Her eyes are large under her high bangs, but now they narrow to slits as they consider me, irritation apparent in them.
The old man’s false words about her ring in my ear: an amazing spirit, unmatched in valor and integrity.
Perhaps for brutes, heinous liars are “amazing spirits.”
“We don’t have time. And it’s either you come with me willingly, or I take you with me forcefully.” She advances into the room, her left foot kicking the door behind her shut, her right hand sticking close to her thigh.
She’s got some sort of weapon there.
I blink thrice without thinking, commanding my scalplink to scan the room, to ascertain what she holds in her pocket, but the only response I’m offered is the pit of anguish widening in my stomach. The useless scalplink is not even on my head.
“Why do you want to take me? What is everyone after? Can’t you act civilized and let me direct my own self? My own ‘free will,’ as you brought up before?” I rise from the bed and back away slowly, certain my terror shows in my face. “Why do you want to hurt me?”
I don’t know if anything I say penetrates the brute girl’s brain, but she continues advancing toward me, like she’s herding an animal into a cage. She’s small, lithe, with a quickness that’s evident, even in the way she makes her way with nimble feet around the brown chair.
“I’m not going to hurt you, never will. Just put you to sleep until I can bring you out safely, put you on my bike. Then we’ll head to your mother. She’s been hoping for this moment for years, Raisa. To get you home to Lower Earth. Back to her.”
“My wedding was arranged by Papa. I’m here for that.”
“And that’s why we have to move fast.”
“Papa and Lein will find you and destroy you and your brutes. They’re searching for me now.” I can’t believe my voice is breaking, my despair growing. I’m coming undone.
I can’t live without Papa, without his voice in my head, his guidance, sustaining me, always keeping me optimal—emotionally, physically, safely. I need him now.
A whimper escapes me, and I sob as though he can hear me, “Papa. Please, Papa. I need you. Papa…”
Nada shakes her head. “They need you to ensure the Enlightenment happens. That’s your purpose. As a tool of ALIGN. To get the people to surrender their will, to be scalplinked. For their brains to be rewritten, completely coded by ALIGN. To make them good citizens of Lower Earth, doing Upper Earth’s bidding.”
I stand up straight, wiping away my tears sloppily in an undignified fashion with the back of my hand, then my palms, trying to get my emotions under control, to speak firmly. “And I want nothing else for you! Everything I’ve seen of Lower Earth convinces me you need this even more than I previously thought. This place is horrific. A mess. Your people are terrible.”
Nada straightens up, too, her body going from tense, bent forward, circling me in, to diffused, at ease, like she’s changing her mind. “The hairbrush—is that your mother’s?”
I suddenly realize I’ve been holding my brush out as though it’s a weapon, like it can fend her off.
“She told me about it. It was her first completed engineering project when she was young. She said she collected the shells for it herself. From the same beach these come from.” Nada opens up the collar of her hooded top. A necklace sits at the base of her neck, threaded around some kind of colored stones. “The beach near the Bridge carrier launch site.”
“Where you brutes blew up the air carrier she was in.” My fingers feel over the pearls of the brush, trying to find the release button again. Maybe I can unexpectedly overwhelm her with the knife, cut her at least, slow her. “When I was nine. You murdered her and then bring her back to life to lure me to your trap.”
“Upper Earth tried to kill your mother. After your father took you away from her. The Ahraar rescued her and made it appear like she’d died—an explosion to convince ALIGN. But, sadly, in the getaway, the group she was with was rounded up and sentenced to prison in a bust by Amir Gauis, who didn’t even know exactly who he had in his hands.” Nada spoke fast again. “Raisa, you’re being used in a huge war for control. The people of Lower Earth have been suffering for years under various tyrannies. The biggest strain of oppression is that we’re economically and physically drained to sustain your lifestyles in Upper Earth. Lein’s father facilitates ALIGN’s control on us here. The whole Verg family has; they were set in place as the ruling family, an unending chain of inherited rule, to serve as a proxy for Upper Earth—except my grandmother. That’s why she was killed. Now, after banning her memory for years, they’re using her to sell the idea that you’ve come as a savior for the people. That you’re the hope foretold by her to lead the people out of their misery—but it’s to send them into ultimate mental colonization, a final one. The people are being fed that you’re the Fledgling, a hero prophesied to lead the last revolution. I saw your wedding dress—it’s completely avian, with winglike sleeves and a white feathered headdress and jewelry. They’re selling fake feathery scalplinks at the markets. It’s all a ruse. You are the swan song before our people are conquered, their wills given over to an outside force who doesn’t want their upliftment and self-governance, only their servitude.”
The girl finishes her long ideological speech with a clipped breath and then looks at me before she adds, “Your father is not the man you think he is. He took you away from your mother deliberately.”
Her face is one of sadness, and…and…is that sympathy?
She is looking at me in sympathy.
Like I’m a wounded one.
Like I’m not from Upper Earth, like I’m not more than her…not of more value.
As though I am not truly precious to the palace and Upper Earth. To Papa.
She looks at me like I’m the one who needs saving, not her as a brute.
I lean stiffly against the wall beside the window. As her words spilled a running stream of information I didn’t ask for, causing me to flinch inside again and again, my head had slowed its shaking in protest—and stopped uttering no no no inside my lonely brain—and now I simply stare at her, wondering why some of the pieces are falling into place in a puzzle I didn’t know I carried inside.















10th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A FLICKER OF HOPE
They planned their getaway quietly, with minimal speaking.
For the first time since Nada was released from prison, she felt secure. Like everything was beginning to work.
She didn’t know if Raisa trusted her—she didn’t know how possible that was anyhow, to trust someone turning your whole life inside out—but Nada knew Raisa was willing to follow her.
To keep her feeling secure, Nada showed the Upper Earth girl how to unsheathe and sheathe the hairbrush knife, made her practice over and over, and then let her keep it at the ready. “You can even hold it at my back on the bike so you feel in control of your safety at all times. I’d want to do the same in your shoes. And I would.”
Raisa didn’t answer, keeping her eyes lowered. Since she had slumped to the floor beside the window, obviously spent, Raisa had stopped looking directly at Nada.
Nada understood. It was a lot. Everything I thrust on her.
But they were going to leave tonight.
Before she came upstairs to get Raisa, Nada had already divided a stunfluid injection between Jansu and Murrabi Hasuf. It had been easy to sneak up on them as they sat in the sitting room off the kitchen, on a couch with their backs to the hall that held the bathroom she’d excused herself to—from their discussions on “next steps.”
The men’s next steps had involved only one thing: keeping Raisa “safe,” hidden away, until the storm that was brewing—exactly as Salwe had said—was over.
Until the revolution played out.
Nada disagreed but didn’t voice her opinion to the two men who obviously saw themselves in fatherly ways.
Raisa was part of the revolution.
Perhaps even a leader.
Perhaps—and Nada thought this quietly but with the loudest of hopes—perhaps…she is the Fledgling after all.



Nada opened the back door, and Raisa followed her across the moonlit yard, giving a wide berth to the group of shadow marketers tied up, still on the ground but now propped to sitting positions, leaning against the woodpiles.
As Nada passed her, the old woman yelled, “You’re taking my goods. My last big delivery before I squirrel myself away for winter, and you will pay for it!”
Nada took a good look at the woman, stored her face in a bank of faces to be cautious around. The man beside the old woman stared her up and down before lingering on her face. He spoke slowly, as though something just dawned on him. “I swear you look like the boy we’re hunting now.”
“You aren’t hunting,” Nada shot back before walking on. Is he talking about Nayf?
“The rest of our men are. They’re going to make him pay for what he did here.”
Nada couldn’t stop herself from turning around. “What did he do?” Her heart pounded. How come Murrabi Hasuf didn’t tell me Nayf had been here? Where did he go?
“He spilled blood. And now he’s run off alone into the forest, but Kingsnake knows this forest better than anyone else. Every bit of the forest will be scoured for that…that brother of yours, right?” the man said seriously, slowly, as though respectfully, before bursting into laughter. The old woman joined in with a cackling sound that grated on Nada’s tense nerves.
Nada swiveled and took off, catching up with Raisa.
They are playing mind games with me. Nayf wouldn’t go off alone like that into shadow marketers’ territory when he’s on the run as a wanted man.
In the deep ditch off the road where Nada had stashed the bike, Raisa changed as she was directed into the clothes Nada had in the compartment under the bike seat: dark, unobtrusive Lower Earth clothing, like Nada’s.
Then they climbed on the bike, wedging the slim carrier case between them, and fled into the night.
Nada found herself breathing freely as she realized there was no knife pressed against her back.
But then her heart broke as she heard the occasional quiet sobbing from behind her that accompanied their journey to Salwe.



Part Three







An Update for the General Public No. 4443:

Apprehension of Accomplice in Downing of Air Carrier

From: ALIGN Council of Guardians

To: Residents of the Bridge and Lower Earth

Guardian forces, working in conjunction with palace guards, have apprehended an individual who facilitated the override leading to the crash landing and kidnapping of Crown Prince Lein Verg’s fiancée yesterday.

Chief Guardian Aeon has permitted interrogations of the individual, now in custody on Lower Earth, to proceed with the full extent of powers granted under the Treason Act.

Under the act, passed this past spring by the Council of Guardians to ensure the complete elimination of brute cells operating on Lower Earth, it is no longer necessary for an apprehended suspect to surrender their will to be knitted for mental probing. Any and all information gathered by methods of extraction of information via the Treason Act is admissible to further the aims of the War on Brutality.

Due to evidentiary intelligence, it is known that the apprehended individual worked with a suspected brute to kidnap Raisa Freelund in an attempt to stall the continued rollout of the Enlightenment Project.

Crown Prince Lein, sworn to the Council of Guardians early this morning, without ceremony under the current state of emergency, will oversee the investigations. It is his first assignment, and the council has full confidence in his ability to deliver to justice those involved in this most heinous disruption of the right of movement—with full peace and security—between the three realms of ALIGN.

Again, the Enlightenment Ceremony, to be overseen by Chief Guardian Aeon and Guardian Lein, will continue as scheduled next week.

Again, rest assured, no force will be considered exorbitant to deal with those who continually attempt to upend the peace of our universe.

As ever, our motto:

A people aligned in the highest of human values—compassion, equality, freedom, innovation—will never be defeated by any force.
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MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
MIND GAMES
Dark.
Light.
Dark.
Lights flooded on suddenly, many at once, revealing a series of menacing scenes.
Tools of torture—sharp pincers, slicers, scrapers, stabbers, peelers. Arrayed. Ready.
Figures with no heads, hanging from the ceiling by their arms.
Someone completely covered in blood, so close to Musaid’s face, he felt as though he could taste the metallic scent emanating from them.
Then darkness.
Then light.
Again and again in sequence with no discernible pattern to assess how long each would last.
The dark—blanketing, muffling dark—appeared so long sometimes, he longed for the light again, even though it only promised nightmares.
Then floodlights turned on, spotlighting the horrific—mangled people, kids writhing in pain, injuries, anguished faces—without pause, for ages, for so long that he sobbed for the dark again.
His eyes could never close.
No matter how hard he tried, they wouldn’t close.
Neither for the dark nor the light.
It was as if his lids were glued open. Like his arms and legs fixed tight to his body, fixed tight to the wall.
There were no binds.
But he was bound.



Finally, after what felt like days, Musaid tried again to repeat the things he’d said when—after he had been picked up from the hangar, after he’d been rescued from Tiller and the Guardian soldiers—Lein had the guards dump him in the middle of the desert, nothing around for miles except dunes and sky. “I had nothing to do with it, Lein. I swear, I swear on my parents, on Amir Gauis, on everything mighty, I swear! I didn’t do anything to the air carrier!”
They had sped away, and Musaid had felt a deep sense of shame and regret.
And then a resolution to correct the situation.
This had lasted approximately thirty seconds before the sand underfoot had suddenly given way and he’d felt himself sinking.
On the heels of the initial shock, his mind had activated with the procedures to follow in cases of sinkholes—cover your head and face with your arms to allow a pocket of air for breathing, squeeze legs together, and tuck in…
He had dropped into a room.
Dark walls, faint light coming from a lightbulb affixed in one corner.
It was empty except for him.
There was no visible door.
When the sole light went out, he knew he was in the worst danger on earth.
Now that he had irked Lein, he was considered an enemy of Amir Gauis.



“I had nothing to do with it, Lein. I swear, I swear on my parents, on Amir Gauis, on everything mighty, I swear!” He repeated this refrain again and again.
The dark stayed.
Until the lights suddenly flipped on again, and figures approached him, finally, the ones he’d seen on and off, in all white—white coveralls that extended into seamless gloves and boots and a mask and head covering that hid their faces, their identities.
They held nothing in their hands, but in one swipe, his clothes were sliced off from the front, and cold air rushed at his body.
After a moment, he felt intense stinging over his entire torso.
When he moved his eyes down, he saw that he was bleeding onto the floor.
Whatever they’d sliced him with had penetrated his skin.
Then another slash. And another. A fourth? Fifth?
This time it went beyond stinging—he was being gouged.
Gouged into an existing wound.
His body was being mauled, and his brain was heaving in response.
Such intense waves of pain engulfed every part of him that he couldn’t move—anything—to respond in any way.
The lights went out, but the torture didn’t stop. He felt the dripping blood warming his skin on its way down from under his ribs, down his hips.
“I swear, I swear.” Musaid sobbed at the realization that this was simply the beginning.
He’d heard about the unidentifiable bodies thrown into incinerators at the palace.
By Amir Gauis. In his underground dungeons.
But not Lein.
Lein wasn’t in charge. He wasn’t like his father.
Musaid knew this with certainty. He would always serve Lein.
“Prove it.” It was Lein’s voice.
In the room with him.
At a distance.
Did I just speak the words I’d thought?
It didn’t matter—the only thing that mattered was it was the truth.
“Anything, Lein! I swear I would never hurt you!” Raising his voice caused echoes of pain to reverberate through his chest.
Did they open up a cavity? He took a deep breath to test his lungs, and such intense fire ran through them that he gasped.
They had cut him open.
“Prove your loyalty.”
“I’ll do anything!”
“Anything doesn’t sound reliable.” The light went on, and a sole figure in white stood there, directly three feet across from Musaid, its white-gloved hands covered in blood. “And vague. Vague isn’t efficient.”
Lein?
But the person ahead hadn’t opened its mouth and had a woman’s figure.
“You think I’m the one hurting you? You think those are my hands covered in your blood?” It was Lein’s voice again, coming from somewhere in the room, close by. “You Underground ones are a simple people; that’s why you’re excused from so many things; that’s why we don’t hold your type to account completely. That’s why I trusted you to be my pilot. Simple Underground Musaid. UM. But is your brain so stalled that you don’t know who’s hurting you?”
The pain soared, and Musaid screamed as a sharpness twisted in his stomach, such sharpness that he flailed in his attempts to buckle over, to fold in half to stop its spread.
But he wasn’t flailing. He was paralyzed.
Fixed against the wall, for some macabre enjoyment.
“Who do you think is really hurting you, UM?”
He tried to clamp down on the thought of who he really laid the blame on for everything cruel in Lower Earth—it seemed Lein could see into his thoughts somehow—but like the slippery tadpoles he’d spent hours trying to catch with Lein and Nayf growing up, his thought escaped his hold: Amir Gauis is the cruel one.
The one who mires his nation through conspiracies and coups.
Whose narcissism stalls progress.
I hate Amir Gauis.
When this last thought slithered from his grasp, Musaid immediately sobbed.
Lein, through whatever means he was using to probe Musaid’s thoughts, had seen the extent of his contempt for Lein’s father, the king, the one still in charge.
Musaid flinched, ready for more pain to pummel him.
“My father is not the one torturing you. He’s a bastard, true, but he’s been out of commission for a long while now; he’ll be gone soon; his liver is shot. His only occupation is visiting the bride markets for new whores and drenching himself with alcohol. Truth be told, he doesn’t even run his own personal prison well anymore. Criminals forgotten and rotting, such a stink.” Lein’s voice changed. Became chattier. “That’s why I’ve taken over. Because he can’t even torture correctly now, I’ve been given the go-ahead to transform interrogations, make them more sophisticated.”
The lights went on, and the same figure stood there across from him, this time with blood that went up her arms to her shoulders, standing in a pool of dark red liquid that reached her ankles. Her hands held what looked like—entrails.
Musaid was afraid to lower his eyes to check his body.
The pain spreading throughout his frame was not the only thing making his senses go numb along with his body.
Seeing the faceless one’s handiwork was furthering his torment.
“All this will stop, and it needs to stop soon, UM, as you’re close to death now. We can still fix you up so you’re healed completely. That’s what I’m working toward—healing our citizens completely. Like everyone has access to in Upper Earth, the gift of optimal health always. After the Enlightenment, there will be better days for us.”
Musaid nodded, a weariness settling into him. And I will do everything to make sure you take over, Lein. I, too, want Lower Earth to become like Upper Earth. Everyone is happy there. I’ve seen it.
It felt like his mind was closing now. He was getting tired, like he was drifting into the most comfortable sleep he’d ever have in his life.
He welcomed it.
“You know who’s hurting you? It’s whoever gave you those coordinates.”
His mind flipped open. Nada.
The figure across from him dropped the entrails.
She reached up slowly, extended her hand behind her, tilted her head, and began unsnapping buttons behind it.
Her face covering came away.
Nada stared at him victoriously.
The lights went out.
“Perfect. You’ve earned yourself a second chance. You’ve proven your loyalty. But it will be your last chance if you can’t execute the mission I give you, UM.” Lein’s voice. Lights on. Nada was gone, and he stood there in her place, white coverall arms still soaked in blood, feet still standing in a pool of it. “How can she be so disloyal? As soon as she’s released, she turns against me. Now it’s up to you to prove your loyalty. Go capture Nada.”
I’d rather die.
“If that’s your choice, then when Guardian forces find her, we’ll get her to take your place.” Lein stared at Musaid’s torso. “She won’t last the number of days you have. But, if you bring her to me willingly, I promise you, once we probe her mind gently with your help for information on the brutes, for the name of their leader, we’ll release you both. You can live your life wherever you want to settle.”
Musaid’s mind lit up with the image of Nada and him strolling through the beautiful courtyards in Upper Earth.
The nation in the sky was efficiently and effectively built, like a huge charcoal-gray fortress on the outside, soldiers and Guardian elite forces living in the apartments that faced out onto the carrier landing ports called the Rim, while citizens lived in the inner apartments facing the green landscapes and orderly markets and amusements designed for walking and running errands and optimally socializing with each other.
When Musaid had visited Thé le Monde, a tea shop in one of the courtyard neighborhoods that provided a mindscape journey through the history of tea, where patrons chose and tasted the different blends that appealed to them during the narrative, he’d immediately wanted to take Nada there, have her fit into the crook of his arm, to taste each other’s tea selections.
His mind jumped to the vision of tasting her lips, which he’d never done.
I have longed for that first kiss for so long.
Lein laughed. “Ah, dirty UM, never saw that side of you. Let’s sweeten the deal, then. If she’s game, you’ll be granted a wedding before you hand her over. That’s the only way you’d be allowed to taste the lips of a princess, Underground boy.”
A luminous vision of Nada in her pink dress turning to him in the palace kitchen took command of his brain and his body.
We are already linked by vows. Murrabi Hasuf joined us before he went missing, asking if we really were sure.
We both said yes. He vowed us to each other. But told us to wait to join.
I have waited for too long. And now I am going to die without ever having kissed her.
“Well, if that’s the case, I’ll accept it. You’re married. By a holy man. Then have your night with her before we talk to her.”
In Musaid’s mind, she turned to him, laughing again in pink.
They could have kissed in the kitchen that day their bond was blessed.
But he’d waited. What have I been waiting for?
The lights went out.
“Once you agree, it will be embedded in you, the mission to get her to us. You won’t be able to change your mind. Upper Earth links need free will to activate them. But once you do, they become who you are. They’re woven into you optogenetically.” Lein’s voice filled the room and entered his brain, flooding everything out. “For example, your torture has been sponsored by ALIGN. Aeon has been livid that Raisa is missing. So I’ve been granted the technology I’ve salivated over—perfection, because it’s clean, efficient, bloodless but takes place in the worst place possible: your mind. I’m not even in the room with you, but I can see everything you are thinking. Though you feel ripped apart, your body is intact. You haven’t been here for days, just minutes since you thought I left you in the desert. It’s only been an hour since we left the hangar. It’s all in your head, UM.”
Musaid’s brain scrambled at hearing this.
Lein’s voice in his head again: “What do you say?”
Lights on.
Nada stood there in the pink dress, a smile on her face, joy in her eyes.
She was so beautiful, his heart ached.
From that summer day when he was eleven years old, he’d promised himself to always choose everything for her happiness.
The tadpoles. The tadpoles.
Though he was thrumming with pain, Musaid plunged into the memory of the day he and Nada became a team…the bright day of the tadpoles.















15th Day of the Month of Arid
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1569
MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
LORD OF THE FROGS
The early morning sun shone on the stillness of the Yaalta River. The yellow of the sunrise reflected on the water’s surface and was echoed by the patches of dried grass on the bank. Other than a cluster of droopy trees standing as weak sentries nearby, the land abutting the water on either side was wide open and clear of brush for several yards, after which the forest began.
Lein, in green waders held up with black suspenders over a camouflage-print T-shirt, led the way with soft footfalls, his bucket held still with a firm grip. Nayf was in the middle, his bucket striking his bare calf sticking out of loose shorts, his lanky legs flinging out in a relaxed, sauntering walk. He was shirtless, his torso evenly tanned from living his summer days almost completely outside except when he holed up in the library reading.
Musaid wore castoffs—one of Nayf’s white T-shirts, in pristine condition because he hadn’t worn it much, and Lein’s old blue waders. He brought up the rear, holding four nets along with two additional buckets.
Lein had laughed when he saw the extra bucket and net. “She’s not coming. She doesn’t like bugs, and she doesn’t like fish. And she calls tadpoles ‘fishy bugs.’ ”
That was true. Nada didn’t like slithery, slippery things.
The three boys had been coming every day for the last couple of weeks to catch tadpoles. It was Lein’s idea: a competition to see who could build the best frog army. He said he’d seen a miniature neighborhood for frogs in one of the parks in Upper Earth and had learned that frogs were trainable.
“We start them young. Capture tadpoles and sort the strongest ones. Release the others. Then we take care of the soldiers until they become frogs. We oversee their metamorphosis.” In the palace library, sitting at the big desk with Nayf and Musaid both leaning on the table, flanking him, Lein had diagrammed the process like it was a scientific experiment. “We organize our armies, and then, on the day of the battle, we see who did the best job.”
“Frogs are smart, but I don’t think they listen to commands,” Nayf had pointed out.
“They don’t have to listen. They just have to do whatever they’re used to. It’s called programming. You program your army, and I’ll program mine.”
Musaid didn’t dare say, And me?
Musaid’s role was helper, not leader. It was an unspoken rule of Lein’s whenever they played together.
Nayf was more interested in watching things happen, not making things happen. And he liked to read.
Which Musaid still found hard to do. Being around Nayf too long made him remember an uncomfortable fact: Musaid was barely literate. Although, unlike Lein, Nayf didn’t bring up that Musaid was Underground—which in Musaid’s mind was synonymous with backward—he still experienced sudden pangs of inferiority around Nada’s brother.
Maybe that’s why he preferred Lein’s company more. Lein just needed Musaid to be of service. He simply had to follow orders. Which Musaid found easy to do.
Nayf expected him to consider what they were doing and offer his take. Who had time for that? Musaid’s take was to get whatever they were doing done.
And, in that way, Lein was a much better leader: He knew what needed to be done always.
Now Musaid dipped his net into the calm river to see if there were any tadpoles that appeared worthy of offering to Lein or Nayf.
While the net was underwater, you were supposed to slip your hand far below the tadpole you were checking out and scrutinize its specs. Your skin shouldn’t come in contact with it—it would weaken any potential recruits, according to Lein.
That was the hard part: trying to examine them before they escaped over the net rim.
Slippery, slithery.
Musaid didn’t know what he was checking for, exactly. Lein had outlined criteria, but they were vague. “Size doesn’t matter. Some of the smallest tadpoles become the biggest frogs. It’s mostly about abilities.”
This one he was looking at right now was zooming from one side of the net to the other. Swiftly.
Not giving up on looking for a means of escape.
A good soldier.
“What are you looking at?” She had come up so noiselessly and stood so still, it was like she was part of the morning river itself.
Nada, ten, in blue coveralls, gaping big green rain boots up to her knees, hair tied in four braids, standing ankle deep in the water behind him. “Ugh. Tadpoles.”
“This one looks strong. We’re looking for the toughest ones.”
“We? You’re the only one here.”
He looked around and realized this fact. He tipped the tadpole in his net into a bucket half-full of water. It swam around in a frenzy, checking out its new environment. Maybe it’s going to get tired and won’t make such a good soldier anymore?
“Let’s go find them. I’m giving this tadpole to…” He hadn’t decided who. He was going to assess the situation to see who needed it more. “Lein. Or maybe Nayf.”
“Why?” She climbed onto the embankment, holding on to a rock to get a proper foothold. She teetered for a moment, and he wondered if he should hold out his hand. But then she took off her boots, held them in either hand, and scrambled up the rocks.
“They’re building frog armies.”
“Frog armies?” Her feet slid back into the boots.
“Yeah, there’s going to be a battle.” He held the bucket tight to his stomach, both arms around it. He wanted the tadpole to calm down. How was it going to metamorphose when it was losing its energy? Maybe he should have looked for a lazy one that was keen on conserving its strength.
Maybe this one wasn’t smart. Like himself.
“Why are you giving them your strongest tadpole, then? If there’s going to be a battle?” The squelching sound her boots had made after they exited the river now changed into a low crunchy sound as they trampled on the dried grass. It hadn’t rained for a few weeks. “You need your own army, Musaid.”
Musaid shook his head. “It’s a battle between two armies.”
“There can be a third one,” Nada stressed emphatically. “Because maybe you want to do things differently.”
“Well, I don’t.”
“Well, I do.” Her eyes lit up. “Let’s make our own army. Without telling them. You take care of the tadpoles, and I’ll do the strategy. Like when we play chess, and Nayf faces me and Lein separately. But this time, it’s me and you against both of them.”
Musaid slowed his walking. Up ahead, through the trees at the edge of the forest, he could see Lein in his “barracks.” He’d set up a metamorphosis factory with an inflatable pool and several containers for “training.”
Musaid didn’t know where Nayf was. Probably reading a book on metamorphosis.
Lein, holding a watering can, spotted them. “You got more for me?”
Nada stared at Musaid, stopping him by putting a hand on his arm in earnest. “I can get the best frog food from Saqri. I just have to tell her I’m craving things like cabbage and lettuce. Even snails. And then we’ll catch flies and stuff.”
“But we only have one tadpole. They’ve already collected lots.” Musaid felt the need to whisper. He felt like he was doing something dishonest. Traitorous. Especially because Lein kept glancing toward them.
“We can collect lots because there’s two of us. And our frogs will be happy with us. Because we’re going to treat our army the best,” Nada announced.
Lein looked over toward them again, frowning. “Did you get me more, UM?”
“No, let me give this one to Lein.” Musaid began walking again.
“You know Lein is going to hurt his frogs. He’s going to be mean to them. Like how he was to the kittens.”
Lein forcing days-old kittens to climb trees came to Musaid’s mind. One by one, they fell from high, most breaking their legs. True, he’d brought them back to their mother—but shortly after, the palace groundskeeper had had to drown the maimed ones.
“Okay, then I’ll give it to Nayf.”
“Nayf will spend so much time learning about frogs that he’ll only be ready for battle in a few years, maybe even after they’ve grown too old.” She grabbed his arm again and tugged at it. He turned to face her, the water in the bucket sloshing between them. “Why do you think that you can’t do things on your own? Lein and Nayf are not your bosses. You can decide what you want to do, Musaid.”
He stared at her eyes that were full of some strange sort of belief in him.
But he only wanted to do what others wanted. It was easier to support someone. To make their decisions work.
She kept looking at him.
He had his answer. “Well, I decide to help them.”
Disappointment flooded her eyes.
“Otherwise, it will be that I’m just deciding to help you,” he explained. “Because I don’t want to build my own army of frogs. My decision is to help whoever wants to battle.”
“Then at least decide to support the right army.”
“Which one is that?”
“Mine,” she simply said, smiling triumphantly.
He couldn’t help himself but join her in grinning. They both looked down at the tadpole swimming between them.
Then they quietly went back to the river to get more tadpoles, and with stealth, with Musaid handling the slithery stuff, with Nada handling the strategy, in quiet, they raised an army of frogs.
On the day of the battle, two armies faced each other—Lein’s numerous one; Nayf’s small but mighty one, as he’d learned how to identify the tadpoles of larger, stronger frog species.
And then a third army showed up, a very well-fed one.
Lein was ticked off, but eventually, he joined Nayf in laughter at the fat frogs released in their midst. No one knew who won, but everyone knew Musaid and Nada were inseparable from that day on.



Lein’s voice entered Musaid’s head now in the torture room. “You guys watched the kitten tree-climbing competition. You and Nada.”
Nada protested.
“Yeah, but she still stayed around. And you raced some of those kittens up the tree.”
I pretended to.
“I’m the one who returned the kittens to their mother.”
They had to be killed.
“Which I stayed around for, to help drown them. You did, too, but Nada ran away from the responsibility.”
She didn’t do anything. She tried to stop you from making them climb.
“Now she’s hurting Raisa, and you’re letting her get away with it.”
She won’t hurt Raisa. She promised me.
“So you know more about the kidnapping than you pretend to.”
Raisa. She’s out there. Her father must be worried. Lein is worried.
No one should get hurt. Raisa, Lein, Nada. No one.
I want to protect Nada from getting hurt.
I want to protect everyone.
“Exactly. That’s what we want. But Nada’s letting the brutes ruin her life. Ruin Lower Earth. Everything, the whole universe.” Lein’s voice got lower. “How can you protect her when she’s running around with the enemy? She’s chosen the wrong side in the battle, UM. And we’ve moved beyond frogs.”
Comforting sleep. He only wanted comforting sleep.
“RAISA IS NOT A TADPOLE YOU’RE HIDING! SHE’S MY FIANCÉE! SHE’S IN PAIN SOMEWHERE OUT THERE!” Lein’s voice tore Musaid away from succumbing to the pull of death. And then, after a few beats, he became dispassionate again. “You’re going to see another memory. Mine. You’re going to remember why you serve me, UM.”















29th Day of the Month of Parchd
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1565
MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
LEIN IN MY BRAIN
All of Lein’s father’s other children had either died before adulthood (with rumors that Lein’s mother had had them killed to allow her son to become heir), or, unknown to a young Lein, been born to women who didn’t have status in the palace. These kids would sometimes tag along with their mothers to the palace for some errand—either begging from the royal family members, or asking to do odd jobs, or going up to Lein’s father’s wing of the huge mansion before scurrying out, sometimes clutching a bag of gifted hand-me-down items; sometimes, if they caught Gauis on a good day, even holding stacks of money.
When their mothers had trysts with Gauis, his unacknowledged children would wait in the sunroom that ran along the back portion of the palace, near the kitchens and workrooms.
The sunroom, built by Nushba, was a place for servants to take their breaks and included hammocks and lounge chairs for napping, should they need it.
One day, Gauis told Lein to bring up the child currently waiting, as he wanted to see him.
Lein dutifully brought the kid up—a boy sitting cross-legged in one of the hammocks, swinging gently while shelling peas into a steel bowl in his lap.
He didn’t know he’d brought up Musaid.
He hadn’t met Musaid yet, Nada having met him herself for the first time just a few weeks earlier.
The child Gauis had actually asked for, his son, had left the sunroom earlier to chase a chicken around the kitchen gardens. He’d then joined his mother, who’d scuttled out of the palace, running for her life from Gauis’s wrath.
Gauis had told her to hand her son over. That he was done with her periodic visits, hands out for charity. He’d assured her he would “take care of the boy.”
Those who knew the tyrant knew that meant arrange his own son’s death.
Gauis nodded at Lein when he brought up Musaid, who bore a deeply curious look on his face. “You can leave us now.”
But Lein didn’t. A tiny bullet of jealousy, which often appeared when his father paid attention to any boy around his age—he couldn’t really understand how he was related to all these children, like the servants whispered—shot through him. Lein moved into the hallway right inside the entrance to his father’s wing, and after closing the door in front of him loudly without exiting, he pressed himself against the partial wall separating the foyer from the grand receiving room.
Where Musaid was being received currently.
“What do you do, boy? While that mother of yours whores herself?”
Lein tilted his head so his ears could catch Musaid’s reply.
“While she works in the garden, I help wherever I need to. Today it is in the kitchen. Shelling peas.”
Gauis laughed long and hard. “Is it called the garden now? Is that where she got the disease eating her inside out? The disease all those men gave her? She wants me to take care of you when she dies. Did you know that?”
He stopped laughing, and Lein knew exactly what his father’s face looked like at that moment.
It looked like a sudden thunderstorm when the day was bright, when you hadn’t foreseen any chance of rain. The noise of the awakening storm was so loud, you leapt in terror before it even showed up.
A sure herald of unrelenting suffering.
He hated when his father laughed wholeheartedly and then stopped abruptly. In the hallway, Lein visibly shrank, curling his shoulders in, fingers coming together to clutch at one another.
He was now worried he’d be discovered eavesdropping.
He’d hid thinking his father was going to coddle the boy—love him like Lein hadn’t been cherished. But this was something else.
Something worse.
“I will take care of you. You’ll never have to worry about skulking around with your worthless mother. You’ll be at peace forever. Right here.” Another peal of laughter.
“Sir, I want to stay with my mother. And my father. He also works in the gardens.”
Lein jumped at the sound of his father’s hand striking flesh.
Pressed flat to the wall now, Lein felt his breathing race, his heart closing with fear, and yet he couldn’t stop himself from leaning slightly to peek around the corner.
Musaid had fallen, clutching a hand to his face.
Gauis stood over him. “What kind of lazy insult is that? Me working in the garden?”
Face in shock, Lein pulled his head back behind the wall, but he could imagine the pent-up spittle shooting from his father’s lips. His saliva always built up along with the rage.
“Or are you saying your mother has a lover? Both those things are disrespectful! I was going to throw you to my team to deal with, but now I’ll just take care of you myself.”
Musaid let out a yelp and then moaned. Lein risked another peek.
His father was kicking the boy on the floor, and while Lein watched him curl up farther and farther, it suddenly dawned on him that this was the boy he saw sometimes bending to pick vegetables in the garden with his Underground mother.
He’d brought up the wrong boy. He’d brought up a servant.
Lein quietly turned the handle on the door, any noise masked by the sobbing now growing louder, and went out of the room.
He hesitated for a fraction before turning around and ringing the doorbell on his father’s door. He looked into the camera right above the button.
After a few moments, Gauis’s voice sounded through the intercom. “What do you want, Lein? I’m busy now!”
Musaid wailed in the background.
“Father, I made a mistake. I brought up a servant, not the child you asked me to. That child ran away before I got there. This one is an Underground boy who helps Nene Nushba with things.” At the age of nine, he already knew he had to add in Nene Nushba’s name to make his father reconsider. She was the leader, and if she found out something unfortunate had happened to one of her servants, Gauis would be called to account—and then, perhaps, he’d be curtailed even further from dipping his hands in palace affairs, in palace funds. Maybe even booted off as the head of the palace guards.
Lein’s own hands found their way to each other again, and his fingers began taking turns tugging at the others.
There was a huge risk his father would throw the boy out and, for this error of Lein’s, pull his son in to take Musaid’s place in the beatings. Lein closed his eyes and grimaced, almost feeling the impending pain.
The door opened, and Musaid was shoved outside.
A red welt on his face, bent over, arms wrapped around his midsection, he fell into Lein.
Lein put his arm around Musaid and led him to the private bathroom in Lein’s own bedroom.
He washed his face for him and gave him a wet, cold cloth to lay on the stomach that Musaid clutched while moaning.
Lein didn’t see his father come behind him. He only felt the strike on the back of the head that sent him flying to hit his forehead on the curb of the marble shower room entrance.
He slipped down and bled on the tiled floor, shock just registering on his face as his father announced, “That’s for your insolence,” before walking away.
Musaid dropped to his knees beside him.
He took the wet cloth from his stomach and wiped the cut on Lein’s brow, returning the consideration Lein had shown earlier.
They never told anyone else what happened. And they never spoke to each other again about that day.
Musaid’s parents only knew he’d had an accident when he ran in the kitchen after shelling the peas.
In an unspoken covenant, Musaid and Lein forged a connection that no one knew about.
For Lein, the moment he’d come back for Musaid, the moment he’d chosen to save Musaid’s life, something had woken in him: He knew with certainty he wasn’t like his father.
He would never be like his father.
By intervening on behalf of Musaid, he’d chosen to be civilized.
He wanted to rise to the ethos of Upper Earth: A people aligned in the highest of human values—compassion, equality, freedom, innovation—will never be defeated by any force.



For Musaid, as he knelt on that cold marble floor and cradled Lein’s head and wiped the blood from his brow, fierce loyalty had grown faster than anything had ever galloped in his heart.
For a boy reared to serve, he’d found his master.



Now, in the torture room, the bloodless torture room, Musaid faced his master. The faded embers of his loyalty stirred to a roaring flame, and he spoke his will to Lein. “I will find Nada for you.”
The lights went out.
And finally, his eyes closed.



A figure in white slid the scalplink off Musaid’s forehead as he lay immobile on the steel table.
The technician handed it to another in white, who set it on a tray. It wasn’t a regular scalplink, like those that would be given out to Lower Earth citizens next week as part of the Enlightenment. It was a torture link, designed by ALIGN for use in their War on Brutality.
A new scalplink was now placed on Musaid. A soldier link.
Musaid, physically unharmed, had consented to being a frog in Lein’s army while Lein watched from the palace miles away.
There were no physical marks on Musaid’s body. No lasting effects.
No blood to clean up, no body to get rid of, no deaths to dwindle the population—so important when a huge increase in population was sorely needed in the world.
It was the way of the beautiful future: Everything happened in the mind.















11th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
A BARBECUE ON THE BEACH
It was easy to enter the Ahraar meeting location—a swift tilt of his head to flash the tattoo outside the corner of his right eye, and they waved him through. His imprint indicated he was an Underground dweller; they weren’t aware that this wasn’t so any longer.
There was no way an Underground dweller would ever be on the side of ALIGN was their reasoning.
Of course he was allowed into the barbecue on the shore.
They didn’t know him, though.
They didn’t know he’d seen the Ahraar-in-training, teens, playing soccer outside his apartment the day before they blew up his parents. They’d been laughing among themselves when he tried to walk by their game with his mother, having just returned from working at the palace by her side. They kicked the ball at him—either to tease him or get him to join. His too-eager attempt to kick the ball back had sent it careening the opposite way, into the street. They’d roared in louder laughter.
That’s the way he remembered them, forever laughing, after his parents remains were found in the blast the next day. Apparently only one of the teens was killed. He’d been the one inside the apartment tinkering with the bombs they had planned to lob at the palace guards who periodically stormed the Atlantis, on orders from Gauis, checking to ensure all residents had their imprints, from infants to the elderly. There had been news that a “random” search would be happening later that day, and the rest of the boys had gone out looking for evidence of the guards heading their way.
He’d never seen the murderers of his parents again as Nene Nushba had quickly whisked him off to live in one of the houses on the palace grounds. It was where an older couple who did the night shift at the palace lived, Jamlu and Munzi, and while they had tried to interact with Musaid a bit in the few daytime hours they were awake, he mostly grew up with Lein, Nayf, and Nada. And Nene Nushba, of course.
She’d told him the guards had searched for the teens who’d made the bomb, but they hadn’t found them. She’d told him he was allowed his fury at them.
But she had also told him the teens had known no other way to escape their misery.
He’d nodded then, but he’d never nod now at that sentiment: that they’d known no other way. There was always a way that didn’t involve killing others. Even soldiers who brutalized people.
Because then you were turning into them.
He’d never discussed this with anyone else, but it was the thing he most believed in. He couldn’t discuss it with Nada, as she had shared long speeches that she’d titled, perhaps in her head playfully, but out loud they sounded macabre: the Necessity of Violence. Her theory was that killing the masses slowly—what occurs under oppression—was worse than taking the life of a few people who powered the oppression.
Musaid shook his head. He loved Nada, but he didn’t agree, would never agree. The Ahraar had taken lives they hadn’t needed to—and it had done nothing to lift their conditions. In fact, it had worsened them.
More people imprinted, more sudden raids, more destruction of neighborhoods suspected of harboring Ahraar homes. They mostly lived on the run now, in makeshift hideouts, fugitives forever, never close to accomplishing their goal of freeing Lower Earth.
If indeed that was their goal.
He was in one of their temporary dens at the moment. Seemingly an innocent picnic outdoors in the crisp cold of the fall, it was obviously a tactical spot.
The smell of the barbecue stirred his senses. An entire ram was on the spit, with several wild birds, more recently added, on either end of the rod. It had been a long time since he’d eaten freshly cooked food out in the open like this, and for that he was eager.
He’d had to ditch the scalplink to go undercover for the mission—so he wasn’t in touch with Lein—but he didn’t need it; his one goal was simple: drop Nada’s name with the people here. All conversations would be recorded by a neuromic they’d attached as a button on the shirt he wore, not purform, but typical Lower Earth garb.
As he spoke to members of the Ahraar he met, ALIGN would be able to analyze and piece together evidence of her whereabouts—in real time, Lein had assured him—and then Musaid would just have to go collect her.
She’ll come willingly with you, Lein had said.
Right. He’d almost laughed at that. She’ll never come willingly. Unless it’s in service of the revolution.
When he’d let that thought out, Lein had probed him. Wouldn’t she come for you? If you were hurt or something? I thought she loved you.
At that moment, he’d thought, That’s true. I’ll appeal to her heart.
But now, free of the scalplink, he let himself think with savage honesty: Nada loves the cause more than she loves me.



“I recognize you.” The voice came low and close to his ear.
Though its tone was rough, it caused Musaid no fear. He merely wondered if the neuromic would pick it up. “Should that make me worried?” He turned his head and took the man in fully.
He was one of those tending to the barbecue, the one who’d added more birds to the spit after slathering them in a red sauce. His face creased, temples graying, he looked to be in his late sixties. He smelled like chicken and the sweat he kept wiping from his brow with the ends of his head wrap.
“You’re Nushba’s ward. Musaid.”
Musaid nodded.
“When she died, you went to work for her killer.”
He tensed but counted his breaths through nerves mixed with simmering anger. He didn’t clarify that he worked for Lein, not his father, Amir Gauis. He also didn’t offer that he didn’t believe Amir Gauis killed Nene Nushba. Only the anarchists, in their pursuit of the disruption of Lower Earth, believed and spread that rumor.
“But I don’t blame you. It was terrible, losing your parents like that.” The man wiped his brow again, and Musaid noticed the bits of soot on his face, in the creases. “You needed to survive. What are you doing here?”
“Looking for someone.”
“For what?”
“Why not ask for who?”
“Who depends on what you’re looking to get from finding them.”
Musaid realized the truth of this and for some reason found himself relaxing. “How detailed do you expect my answer to be?”
“I know everyone here. That’s why I do the barbecuing. I feed only the people I know.” The man pointed at the spit. “They let almost everyone in to the party, but not everyone gets fed.”
“Is that some sort of message for me?” Musaid couldn’t stop his mouth from also relaxing now—into an outright smile, his easiest go-to strategy for connecting with people. He wasn’t exactly laughing at this man’s quaint authority, but it was funny-strange that he was using his barbecuing to communicate some sort of bravado. “Are you threatening me that I’ll leave here hungry if I don’t tell all?”
“Musaid, do you think we don’t have our own intelligence?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You’ve never been with us. You had opportunities, but you refused to join us.”
Was he talking about Nada? Opportunities through her incessant asks to support “the revolutionaries”?
“You seem to know more about me than justified. While I know nothing about you.”
The man didn’t answer and instead walked to the circle gathered around the barbecue pit. He pushed in, and through the gap he opened, Musaid watched as he lifted up one end of the spit from the tall forked stake it rested on and pulled a bird off the end with his bare hands. After wrapping it in a few brown leaves he picked up from a collection in a sack on the ground, he brought it over to Musaid. “Maybe the only thing you need to know is that I make the best barbecue on Lower Earth.”
He unwrapped the leaf package, and steam rose from the small partridge. The man closed his eyes and inhaled deeply and then brought it close to Musaid’s face. “Smell before you try. It’s a part of experiencing blessed food.”
“So, you’re feeding me?” Musaid didn’t close his eyes but kept himself still to let the aroma waft up to him. His mouth watered. He hadn’t eaten a proper meal since he’d left to pick up Raisa from Upper Earth. “It smells like it’s going to taste good.”
The man nodded and peeled a strip of meat off the partridge and held it out to Musaid.
For a second, Lein invaded Musaid’s thoughts. If he were here with them, this would have been the moment he would have walked away. A sweaty, grimy man using his bare hands that he ran over his sweaty forehead a few times, peeling off a piece of meat for me? I’d rather starve.
Musaid accepted the food, visions of those times he and his parents had shared meals with other families at the Atlantis apartments filling his mind. In their living conditions then, there had always been a little bit of grime too. It was inevitable when life wasn’t protected by the privilege of sanitation, like at the palace.
The bird tasted better than chicken. Musaid found himself inadvertently closing his eyes as the flavorful marinade hit his senses, amid the tenderness of the meat and the umami of the smoke. “That’s amazing. Wow.”
The man nodded and held out another piece, a large one. “Qasam.”
Musaid accepted it and eagerly ripped off some of the meat with his teeth.
“Mmm?” Musaid asked, now chewing. He paused to ask again, “What?”
“My name is Qasam. I’m the father of Hebu, the boy who died with your parents that day.”
Musaid stopped chewing. There was only one boy who had died that day.
“I understand your pain.”
Musaid let the rest of his partridge meat drop to the ground. “No, you don’t. Your son is a murderer. My parents were the victims.”
“He was thirteen. They told him to make sure no one touched the crates. He didn’t know what they were.” Qasam scowled with sadness. “I work with explosives and never taught my child about them.”
Musaid turned around and began walking away.
“You’re looking for Nada.”
He kept walking.
“We know where she is.”
He felt like stopping, but his mind was screaming, A murderer’s father can’t understand my pain!
“She went to reunite a mother and daughter. Who haven’t seen each other for ten years.” Qasam’s voice cracked, a sob pulling in the rest of his words. “She wanted to do this before…”
Musaid turned around. “Before what? Before they imprisoned her again?”
Let his answer be “Before she came home to you, Musaid,” his heart begged. “Before she kept her vow to be with you.”
“Before they kill her. She knows they’re going to try to kill her and her brother before the Enlightenment. She won’t submit to them.”
Musaid began to walk back to Qasam, intrigue gnawing at him. How did this man know so much about Nada?
True, she must have communicated with them, these people, but enough to share such things that she hadn’t shared with him?
“Is Nada with Raisa, the chief guardian’s daughter who’s missing?”
“She didn’t have anything to do with bringing your air carrier down.”
“Who did it, then?”
“Kingsnake. Mercenaries who work for your boss.”
“Why would Kingsnake—” Before reaching Qasam, he saw the glint of a pinprick of light in the night sky—getting bigger, drawing closer, quickly. Then a voice rang in his ear, and he realized that all along, the neuromic had a speaker too. “Retreat! The carrier is waiting for you outside the grove!”
He ran, feet scrambling to gain a hold on the beach sand, until he got onto firmer ground, at which point his shoes pounded the earth.
Before he slipped through the grove of trees right outside the bank that separated the shore from the forest, he looked back. Qasam was still standing staring after him, the juicy barbecued partridge in his hand, tunic covered in soot, face perplexed.
For some reason, he reminded Musaid of his father. Cooking underground, cheerful but deathly serious about his food.
He ran back, refusing to look at the sky, and pulled at Qasam. “Run! Don’t look back! Don’t look up!”
Qasam dropped the bird and ran. Others began to as well.
Musaid scrambled through the grove, aware of Qasam’s heavy breathing not too far back.
The minute Musaid got in the awaiting carrier and it lifted, the whistle of the incongruently named silent bomb made him pause his rush to lock himself into a seat. Instead, he turned to stand at the window and watched the beach light up in explosions.
The blasts reached right into his heart.
None of the runners made it.
Except Qasam, who’d fallen to the ground on the other side of the grove and was now curled up as the earth below him shook. As the carrier lifted, the man rolled into the grove, and Musaid saw that the father of his parents’ killer was camouflaged from the sight of the bombers.
He didn’t know why that both relieved and grieved him.
I have to find Nada. I have to end this thing—and the only way is through Enlightenment.



Lein’s voice entered the air carrier. “You got us the information we need. Nada kidnapped Raisa. And yes, ALIGN has hired the additional resources of a mercenary group to track them. Kingsnake. They know the hidden routes of Lower Earth better than the palace or Upper Earth. They’ll find her and bring in Nayf.”
“Nayf?” Musaid remained standing by the window of the carrier as it now flew over dense, dark forest toward Verg. “I thought he was still at large?”
“He showed up with two other Ahraar men at a Kingsnake hideout at the tip of Barshaa Forest and took part in knocking out and tying up some of the Kingsnake men. Then he set off on his own deeper into the forest, at which point Nada showed up at the hideout and took off with Raisa. We’re unsure how Raisa got there in the first place.”
Musaid’s eyes widened. Nada really had drawn-out plans with the Ahraar. “The Ahraar are saying Kingsnake downed the carrier.”
Lein continued, ignoring Musaid. “Nada and Nayf are working together, as we’d suspected. Treason of the highest order, conspiring with brutes.”
What Qasam had just said earlier about Nada blared in Musaid’s head: She knows they’re going to try to kill her and her brother before the Enlightenment.
“You’re quiet. I hope it’s not in sympathy.” Lein’s voice was cold. “Of course the Ahraar would say Kingsnake downed the carrier. I told you, Kingsnake works for us. They have a crew tracking Nayf right now, and once they get coordinates on Nada, they’ll swoop down to pick her up too.”
“What will happen to them?”
“That question sounds like the sympathy I suspected in you.”
“I’m just wondering if what you promised me earlier holds true. About Nada being released once you secure Raisa.”
“You sound like the Ahraar now, bringing up terms of agreements. Negotiating while holding hostages. Because that’s what Raisa is. A hostage. In Nada’s hands.” Lein spoke louder, firmer. “Did you forget we never negotiate with brutes?”
Musaid nodded and finally went to strap himself in his seat, hoping it would help quell his hammering heart.



Part Four

















10th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A LONGING FOR THE UNDERGROUND
Within half an hour of their ride through the forest, the sun began to set, its waning light reaching in threadlike streams through the thickets, splitting the path ahead of them into ribbons.
Nada finally began to relax. They could make camp and gather firewood, get something to eat. After a period of crying, Raisa sat silent behind her, and Nada wondered what was going through the other girl’s head now.
Surely she was in distress.
Nada didn’t know how to deal with such things, preferring to take action to address issues of the heart. She had no memories of her parents, so she didn’t know what it felt like to have something that was taken away be so suddenly given back.
Raisa must be in pain; maybe she wanted to talk about it, but Nada couldn’t hear about anything painful without immediately wanting to rectify it. And yet, how to fix Raisa’s stunned heart? Maybe even her distrustful heart?
Nada only knew how to move. And the only course of action presently, to ensure she remained on task, was to stay quiet around the other girl when they settled for the night.
Not open up any unresolvable issues.
The forest was darkening quickly now, and Nada drove them into its embrace, unbothered about her ability to locate a suitable place for them to hunker down in such darkness.
They could turn the light of the bike on to find a place to hide and rest.
The dark was good; the dark made Nada feel the safest.
It was the way she’d been born, deep underground.



The official, completely fake story about the twin’s births, shared throughout Lower Earth, was legendary: Their parents, Amir Jasfer and Amira Lalla, had died before Nayf and Nada were born, having taken a gondola ride down the gentle Yaalta River, which ran through the palace grounds, to mark their wedding anniversary. The river turned hostile, and a current pulled them into a raging part of the waters known as the death trap. It was said that Jasfer had jumped into the water to keep the vessel from smashing into the rocks, that he’d used the leverage of a fallen tree to hold strong, but then a sudden surge of water had come and wrenched the boat from his hands. A witness, a palace servant named Saqri, said that Lalla, a slight woman carrying the enormous gift of twins, flew into the air. She died instantly.
Her husband watched the love of his life, who’d given up a comfortable Bridge life as the daughter of a guardian in order to join the turmoil of Verg for him, tumble into the waves, before he himself was swallowed by the river.
Saqri ran to the palace to get help and was thus able to save the unborn children’s lives; palace doctors moved in quickly to remove the healthy twins from their dead mother’s womb. Nushba, their grandmother, instantly became Nayf and Nada’s guardian.
She also stepped in swiftly to assume leadership after her son Jasfer’s death.
She didn’t want the palace to slip back into her brother-in-law Gauis’s hands. He’d had his fist on Lower Earth for ten years prior to her firstborn, Kadir, taking the helm, as had been agreed in the royal decree from their grandfather.
But then Kadir had died in a hunting accident.
His younger brother, Jasfer, had reluctantly stepped in upon his mother’s encouragement.
After her second child’s death, Nene Nushba became so busy with political affairs that she let Nayf and Nada roam wherever they wanted, learn from whomever they found interesting, as long as they listened to their nanny, Saqri, about mealtimes and bedtimes.
And as long as four guards—two for each child—trailed them at all times.
This relative freedom is how four-year-old Nada came upon a scroll in her grandmother’s bedroom, tucked at the back of a drawer of cosmetics. The scroll was covered in gauzy pink cloth with a gold ribbon bound around it.
Perhaps it was this dainty presentation that caused Nada to tug it out of the drawer and pull on the ribbon to undo the bow. The slippery and fluid wrapping fell, and what remained in her hand was a rough cylinder of parchment.
She unrolled it, and a small photo floated to the carpeted floor.
Looking up at her was the same image painted in the foyer of the palace—but in miniature.
In the real.
Clutching the photo in one hand and the scroll in the other, she ran out of Nene Nushba’s bedroom to find Nayf, excitement making her arms flap as though she were flying down the massive marbled stairs that led to the first floor of the family wing. As usual, her two bodyguards descended the stairs at an unobtrusive distance behind her.
Nayf was exactly where she thought she’d find him: lying on his back under the big desk in the library, the bottom edge of a book tucked into the thick rim underneath the table so that he could read with one hand behind his head, the other hand positioned on his chest to reach up and turn a page every so often. The office chair was wheeled far away to allow light from the big window to his right to beam in, unobstructed, just so. His guards were seated in the two chairs on the other side of the desk, thumbing through books of their own, bored expressions on their faces.
“Mama and Baba.” Nada thrust the photo right on top of Nayf’s face. He wrapped a hand around her wrist and lifted it so he could see clearly what she was so excited about.
“Where did you get that?” He sat up and moved over before crossing his legs. Nada sat beside him and folded her legs. They both faced out so that the sunlight streamed on their faces, copies of each other—except Nayf’s face was already long, with squarish bone structure, while Nada’s was heart-shaped. “And why do you have color all over your eyes and cheeks?”
“It’s pretty makeup.” She hadn’t gotten to her lips yet, but her eyes were two (deliberately) mismatched butterfly wings of orange and yellow, and blue and yellow. Her cheeks had a teardrop on one side and a daisy on the other. Nada held the scroll to him. “I got Mama and Baba’s picture from here.”
He smoothed the scroll out and lay it on the floor in front of them. “You hold here,” he instructed her.
She smacked a hand on the bottom of the scroll. Smudges of blue and orange immediately bloomed on the parchment from under her thumb and forefinger. She watched in fascination.
Nayf pulled the book he’d been reading from where it had been tucked under the table and took a mottled gray-and-white feather out from inside the back cover. He placed it to mark his page and closed the book. The Genius of Birds.
Then he laid this weight at the top of the scroll.
Nada watched this preparation without the impatience she was accustomed to expressing should anyone else in her life not get to the matter at hand immediately.
Nayf needed to do these things so that he could do the next thing superbly. That was the way.
She found things and discovered things. And he told her why.
He solved things.
She knew he would do a good job at solving the mystery of why pretty wrapping held an ugly parchment that held a pretty picture of their parents.
He cleared his throat subtly and began reading aloud in a low voice, only for Nada’s ears.
MDLIX

As the full moon of the month of Parchd approached, Jasfer believed it was time for confinement. I wanted to wait another week or two, but he was getting worried, troubled by the increase in meetings in the Chamber of Diwan. He believes his time to be measured. Though he’d assured them again that he would step aside willingly, it didn’t register on their faces. “It is as though they don’t believe me,” he said. “Or that they have another plan.”

I hated when he spoke like that. Specifically the “plan” part.

It meant we wouldn’t ever be secure. And what parent wanted to hear that so close to bringing new life—lives—into the world?

Another truth: I am scared of the Underground. I’ve had claustrophobia all my life, and the knowledge that I’ve agreed to give birth to children buried so deep below has been giving me nightly nightmares. I don’t dare tell Jasfer, though, as he would ask Mama Nushba again if she could appeal to Aeon to allow the delivery above.

It’s been done before.

I know.

Lein was born up there, as were a few others of Gauis’s thirteen children.

But even after two formal requests, and one informal one through Mama Nushba, the council hasn’t given us clearance to travel to Upper Earth.

Mama Nushba vetoed returning home to the Bridge for the birth as Mother has begged me to. The drive to the nearest launch site takes an entire day, after which I’d have to travel another day to reach the train that would then take me home in an additional day.

That much traveling time would only make me an open target for too long.

Mama Nushba tried to be kind about it and has been giving me various herbal ointments to prepare me for the anxiety of descending below for pre-birth confinement. Jasfer has said he will join me each evening after his responsibilities in Verg.

And Saqri will be there, of course. Her whole family. She told me they painted my room yellow to make it bright, to welcome me to their home. She said her grandmother taught them old nursery rhymes to sing to our babies. And this is the most wonderful: She said her littlest nephews learned to mimic birds and crickets so that our babies would feel like they were part of the land and not underneath it.

It is funny that, though my father spent too much of his life making sure I stayed away from Lower Earth, I am now giving birth to children of it, surrounded by the love of a nation no one acknowledges: the Underground.

Nayf and Nada will be born among the Underground people.

And for that I will fight my fear of the deep darkness.

Because, for that, I am proud.

I am proud to love those who have become my family.

Nayf moved Nada’s fingers slightly to read on, and she took them off the parchment, eyes wide, listening.
MDLIX

The most beautiful babies, my most beautiful ones!

As soon as Saqri placed them in my arms, it felt as though every impossible feeling within disappeared. The light of the world above is not as bright as these two, and when I hold them, I am unafraid of the darkness.

They were born on the first of the month of Rise, a day of celebration for the Underground people, so everyone is in a happy mood around us.

Perhaps this is why after two days, Nayf and Nada began smiling easily.

They see no difference between this world down below and Lower Earth, expressing their calm readily, so I breathe in their serenity.

Saqri’s grandmother whispered words in their ears that sounded like a lullaby, even in their letters, “lullulululullah”. She did not know what they meant, only that she’d heard people offering them to babies in the past. It has a gentle rhythm.

I sing to them various songs often to soothe them. And if I am honest, it is also to soothe a tiny fret growing in my heart. Jasfer hasn’t visited since the day of their birth, when he came quickly, without palace guards, to kiss their foreheads and whisper words of good wishes that Mama Nushba had sent, into their ears.

Then he left, promising to come when it was safer.

We hid here so no one would know of the twins’ birth until Verg becomes more secure.

Will it be more secure?


Nayf pulled the scroll from under The Genius of Birds and turned it. There were no further words.
“Will it be more secure?” Nada echoed, asking her brother in earnest.
Nayf rolled the parchment tight. He held it out to her solemnly. “You need to put it back, Nada.”
“But you didn’t answer the question. Will it be more secure?”
“Mama didn’t answer it.”
“Mama?” Nada tipped her head, and her butterfly eyes looked poised to take a nimble leap into flight. “What do you mean ‘Mama’?”
“Mama told us that story. That I read you.”
“But Mama didn’t hold the babies we were before. Saqri did. Mama was dead in the river.”
“Mama said she wasn’t dead.”
Nada took back the scroll and picked up the tiny photo and peered at their mother. She had Nayf’s face, a long one, with a strong jawline, and eyebrows that curled up toward each other in a way that appealed to the world to love her.
And Nada did love her. She kissed the painting of her parents in the foyer every time she remembered to.
But now she wasn’t sure if she liked her mother.
Mama was lying that she’d held them. Nada frowned into the face gazing back at her. “Nene Nushba said a lie is when you say the opposite of the truth. The only truth.”
Nayf suddenly crawled out from under the desk. He stood up, hands tightening into fists. “Mama is not lying!”
Nada stared up at him. Why did Nayf look like Lein suddenly?
Angry, like a wall, like a door, closed hard, that never opened, even when she knocked incessantly.
She scooted out from under the table herself, and before leaving the library, she nodded at him like she believed him.
But she didn’t believe him.
Of course Nada didn’t believe that Mama was telling the truth on the scroll—until a year later, when Nayf woke her up in the night and they left both their pairs of sleeping guards behind to pad down the steps in the thick sleep socks Saqri made them wear to bed.
He led her to his favorite room, but as soon as he opened the door, instead of settling in to read like he usually did, he went straight to the big library French doors. They were locked, so he opened the lower casement of a window deftly and wiggled through the gap and put his hand out to pull her through.
Nada shook her head and pushed her own self out.
The night air was cool, for it was still early spring, but Nada felt none of that.
She was going on an adventure with her brother, and therefore she would notice nothing else except the thrill of imagining all that was to come.
Nayf beckoned her to follow as he moved quickly to the next window, and then the next. He crouched at the side of that second one and put his face close to the edge and peeked through the gap in the drapes. Then he withdrew his head and pointed for Nada to look.
By tilting her head in increments this way and that way, she saw an interesting scene through the drape slits.
Nene Nushba sat in one chair, and two people sat across from her, their backs to the window, a woman and a man. Nene Nushba was talking, her hands making flourishes and pausing in the air, palms out, or coming together to make steeples or even finding their way behind her head as though she was relaxing.
On the table in front of the people were rolls of parchment, and one person was writing while the other was running their fingers through lines of words that had already filled a page.
Nada turned to Nayf. “What is Nene Nushba doing?”
“What Mama did.” He leaned against the wall. “She is telling the truth. The only truth she knows. She’s saving it on those pages. It’s called record-keeping. I’ve been watching the record-keepers come visit her every week on this day.” He pointed to his bedroom window above Nene Nushba’s sitting room. “When they leave, they roll up a scroll and put it in their bag. I wonder where they take them.” He ended as though he was talking to himself.
“Like Mama’s scroll?” Nada stared at him. “Mama was telling the truth?”
Nayf nodded. “So we know that Mama and Baba didn’t die in the Yaalta River. That’s a lie.”
That was the very moment Nada decided to steal her mother’s truth from Nene Nushba’s bedroom.
She did so the next day, running away from her guards with the scroll hidden under her dress.
In her bedroom, she traced an index finger over the lines of text, again and again, trying to learn to read by the words her mother had recorded—the worried words written right here in the palace, and the happy ones written after she and Nayf were born Underground.
At the age of five, Nada decided she needed to see the place where her mother wrote those words. It was where she was born.
And, maybe, where her mother had died.















11th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
A HEAD FULL OF DREAMS
Sleep eludes me. Nada fixed me a spot more comfortable than the one she’s curled up in currently, saying it was better for her to be semi-upright to keep watch, but it does nothing for me, and I wonder if I should offer to guard us.
I decide against it when I realize the extent of my terrors. I’d be useless if we were under any kind of threat, even if it was simply a curious mouse.
I can’t stop the sudden flares of fear—both physical and mental—that engulf me. Fear of the forest itself, so dark and alive, as though pulsing with an unknown, unseen enemy, its many eyes on us. If I shut my eyelids, it’s the same as if I open them: pitch-black.
Then there’s the fear I’m making a huge mistake, fear of what I don’t know of the path ahead. Fear that it’s a lie that my mother is alive. That the feelings I’d immediately had—Oh, this is why I’ve never gotten over her death! It’s because she’s alive! And she’s been projecting this truth from Earth all the time!—all these feelings I’ve been conjuring to make sense of this news Nada gave me, that even those are false.
That I’m being lured into some sort of brute trap.
Then there’s the fear that it is in fact true. With that angle, it becomes a fear of Papa—what he is, why he is, who he is.
First, he left me alone in my brain by not guiding me via my scalplink when I landed on Lower Earth; now he’s leaving my heart, pushed out by what Nada said about him in the red brick house: Your father is not the man you think he is. He took you away from your mother deliberately.
But then how can it be that I miss him so much? That I’m craving being with him again? That I love him with a fierceness beyond the love I have for anyone else?
In truth, I don’t think I can truly love anyone else. Papa taught me this because he knows me.
Somehow I fall asleep, but it’s to a dream of Papa smiling at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners, his head nodding encouragingly. He reaches his hand out, and I hold mine up to meet his, but this only results in him exploding into flames, like I thought my mother did so long ago.
My eyes snap awake, and I wonder if I’ve woken up in the dream, as my eyes see nothing except darkness. Now that I’m roused, the sound of crickets and frogs enters my awareness, and a question materializes inside, unprompted by any conscious thoughts: Exactly who do you want to explode? Papa or the mother you stopped knowing as a nine-year-old?
I shut my eyes tight against the terror of such a choice.
A whimper, I hear a whimper.
Someone nearby? An animal?
Please make it so, I plead with the dark. And not a human, one of Lower Earth.
“Musaid.” It’s Nada’s voice, distinct against the cacophony of the forest. She’s sobbing, speaking in her sleep, saying a name again and again. “Musaid.” Whimper. “Musaid.”
Maybe her dreams are asking her to make choices too.















11th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF DREAMING IN MEMORIES AND A LOVE SO PERFECT
“One thing all of humanity has in common: Nobody asked to be born into their specific lives.” Nene Nushba poured tea for eleven-year-old Musaid and then for ten-year-old Nada. This ritual had begun to bother Nada: Musaid hadn’t been a guest at the palace for two years now, he was a resident, but Nene Nushba always treated him like an honored one, giving him his tea and cookies first at their daily teatime—before her.
It used to be only her and Nene Nushba.
“We, each of us, didn’t ask to be born into the circumstances of our lives,” Nene Nushba continued, lifting her cup shaped like an orange peony up to her lips as she repeated her intro to their conversation today. “When you think about that carefully, and you think, What if I’d been born Underground; what if I’d been born in the sky in Upper Earth? you can always find a little something in your heart to extend to others.”
“I was born Underground,” Nada blurted, her eyes growing wide the second she realized what she’d just said.
Nene Nushba lowered her cup. “And who told you that?”
Musaid cocked his head, a perplexed expression on his brow.
Nada felt emboldened, the slight envy that struck her sometimes when Nene Nushba showed extra love to Musaid now pushing her sails. “Mama told me. I mean, she wrote it for me. The other story is a lie.”
And this was the part of the dream when Nene Nushba’s face grew long, her mouth puckered, eyes widening to see as much into Nada’s soul as she could. Before she spoke again, she drew in a breath, dramatic in its articulation of her pent-up disappointment of Nada. “Are you the one who stole the scroll in my dressing cabinet? Are you the one who can’t let good things be? Are you the one who has to poke and poke until you find a leak?”
Now there was nowhere to hide, so Nada did what she always did in this part of the dream; she flipped the table and sent the tea service clattering down, exploding their teatime decorum, encouraging shock from her beloved grandmother and her beloved Musaid—so calm and collected and content always. Such wrinkly-eye smiley people.
In reality, this was the actual way it unfolded back then: She sat there silent, without blurting anything, with brows so visibly seething under the dark bangs she continued to wear high. She sat there until Musaid left for his driving lessons—his chosen apprenticeship after Nene had suggested he take one. Then Nada asked her grandmother why Musaid always got his tea and cookies first when he actually lived on the palace grounds now. “He’s not a guest anymore, Nene.”
“Because everywhere else in the world, he gets his tea served last—because, like I was saying, of the circumstances he was born into. As though he’s a rat born Underground, with the imprint tattoo on the corner of his eye letting everyone know he’s always meant to be hidden. To be unseen.” Nene Nushba lowered her cup and spoke in that gentle, measured way that told the girl that an important lesson was coming. “Be careful to always monitor your feelings, as only humility leads to truth. Arrogance leads to lies. That’s how we get destroyed from within as a person, and as a nation.”
Nada nodded at this explanation, a little bubble of pride and love ballooning inside for Nene Nushba, who was always so fair. And her heart softened for Musaid, which made her gaze at him from then on with newly found respect: If he still smiled through being treated so badly by the world, he had a mysterious ability she wanted to know more about.
But, as the truth of her own life sank slowly into her consciousness years later, that conversation at teatime began haunting her as she fell sleep.
It appeared to her again and again as a rearranged tableau to drive home another truth: the reality of that teatime and every other one with Nene Nushba hadn’t been fully honest.
Looking back, she wished at that moment she’d said, But, Nene, I was born to be hidden too.
My life is also at the mercy of others.
Like you said, we don’t ask to be born into the circumstances of our lives.
I didn’t ask to be born a hated, hunted princess.



Curled into the comforting cradle of a tulip poplar’s roots, Nada woke up with a start from her habitual teatime dream. The tree’s moss-covered bark had tried its best to hold her all night as she tossed between dreams of regret and longing, but nothing could comfort her when Musaid kept reappearing in interrupting visions, staring at her wistfully. And then mournfully.
This pause for sleep en route to Salwe had been no rest for Nada.
She turned to check on Raisa, whom Nada had led to a shelter-like configuration of fallen logs, heaped in a formation that allowed space for the Upper Earth girl to crawl into and be secure. Nada had padded the ground with enough fallen leaves to make a bed of sorts, or at least provide a softer spot to rest than the muddy ground, and then she’d gathered more leaves and twigs to provide some semblance of cover for Raisa.
Nada had hoped Raisa would have a good rest before the final leg of their journey to Salwe today.
But the shelter was now empty.
Nada sprang up.
The bike was gone.
Panic roared to life within her, along with adrenaline, and she moved into scan mode, carefully considering every bit of the clearing they’d found in the woods last night. As she turned on the final leg of her 360-degree scan, her stomach dropped.
With Raisa in front of her—holding her carrier case, which was startlingly blue against the colors of the forest—the old woman they’d left at the red brick house stood pointing a gun at Nada. “While you were sleeping, I trained my gun to locate the exact center of your spine if it’s anywhere within fifty feet of you.”
Nada raised her hands.
The old woman nodded. “That’s good, but I don’t trust good girls anymore. First this one behaved well,” she said, prodding Raisa. “And then she took off with you. You, the girl who dared steal my goods. A delivery worth fifty million.”
Nada’s mind scrambled. Why would a shadow gang pay fifty million for delivery of Raisa? Even for a kidnapping, that was a lot of money.
“You, I was going to shoot, but you’re real pretty. I could deliver you to the bride market, get a cut. You’d make a memorable auction with that face and body.”
“Is that where Raisa was going to end up? When you brought her to the house?” This woman was a talker, and Nada needed her to continue talking while she figured out how to kill her. “To meet with Kingsnake? Was it for the bride market?”
“The Fledgling? The Fledgling is beyond the bride market. Even beyond the hired Kingsnake, who failed at securing her. This is higher up.” The woman smiled big, her entire face filling with lines that told a long, hard life story. “She’s engaged. She’s already been purchased.”
Nada saw the slight movement Raisa made with her finger atop the carrier case. While keeping her eyes on the old woman’s face, Nada registered Raisa’s pointing.
The hairbrush knife.
They had to somehow get the carrier case opened. “How are we going to travel with you?” Nada asked, as though she was negotiating hiring transport at the Grand Market land carrier station. “People are looking for Raisa.”
“That’s exactly what I thought before too. But it’s not technically true.” The woman laughed. “I’m the only one looking for her. And I got provided new transport to do so. They hooked me up with the finest vehicle too. And gave me something for you, thief girl, to keep you in line.”
She held out a scalplink, one that circled almost all the way around, like a ring.
Nada shook her head, her eyes widening. No.
No, I’d rather give up the mission than put that on.
Never.
The woman laughed again. “Relax, this isn’t the real thing. Your scalp is not embedded with a conductor anyhow.”
“A fake fashion one?” Nada relaxed.
“It’s a removable one. Worn around your neck. Just to keep you close to me until I deliver you. It’s got a tag with a signal I can see, that’s it. Not a regular scalplink.” The woman relaxed, too, as though empathizing with Nada’s fear of the scalplink. “My name’s Pax, by the way. I’ve been driving around Lower Earth since I was ten, since my great-grandfather, my only family after the Last Migration, died and I inherited his delivery truck.”
Nada nodded. Maybe if she got close and put the link on, she could get her hands on the carrier case, take out the brush knife, and take down Pax.
It was the only way to escape being delivered to the shadow gang, who’d delay Nada’s route to Namarax.
And then, after she’d dealt with the old woman, she could drive Pax’s vehicle: a faster, safer method to get to Salwe.
Nada moved forward, hands out to accept the link.
Pax shook her head. “No, that’s not how it works. Follow me to the carrier. I’ve got to put it on there.”
“Why?”
“Okay, so you want it here?”
“Might as well.” The quicker to get at the carrier case, Nada thought.
“Move forward slowly, then. Remember, this gun is trained to seek only you, and no one else, at the current settings.”
Nada nodded, well aware of the lethal danger of a trailhunt.
“First let me set this one aside.” Pax injected Raisa so fast that Nada gasped as the girl slid down in front of the old woman, her case dropping to the ground with a thud. “Thanks for the stunfluid by the way. Your pockets held fascinating things. Like, what’s the deal with this?” The old woman shoved her hand in her own pocket and held up the red cloth. “A girl like you joining the brutes? They’ll send us women backward in time. Why would you work for them?”
Nada shook her head, eyes still on Raisa on the ground. “We’re already backward in time.”
“Come here. And when you’ve gotten your link on, help me bring the girl to the carrier.” With her right hand, Pax patted her trailhunt, its strap slung loose and long across her chest now, the weapon itself settled at her hip. Her other hand held out the scalplink. “Easy does it. I don’t want to be leaving a dead body in the forest for the coyotes. Let me put it on for you.”
Pax slid the ring around Nada’s neck and then shoved her right hand back in the pocket she’d taken the scarf out of and pulled out a remote.
The sting came from nowhere and bore its way into her neck with such ferocity, Nada yelped. Nada reached to touch the left side of her neck, sliding her finger under the ring.
There was no blister, no gouge, not a single mark. Nothing drilled into her like she’d felt.
It was in her head.
ALIGN methods.
Pax was working with ALIGN.
She reached out to Pax, who jumped out of the way, pressing the remote again.
Nada felt a zap in her inner right thigh that caused her to fall to the ground writhing in pain at the nonexistent second-degree burn. It felt like a searing-hot rod had pierced her skin and then melted to worm its squiggly way into her flesh.
Her hands clutching at the ring, Nada tried to yank it off her neck. Somehow it closed tighter, trapping her fingers. She pulled her hands away, and the hold eased. Then, suddenly, another drilling sensation bore into her neck, and she tried once more to tear the ring off, only to feel the pressure tightening again. Choking, she dropped her hands and curled up on the forest floor.
“You try anything while I make my delivery, those will grow in severity. In unexpected places. At unexpected times.” Pax growled, not touching Nada, her hand still holding the remote. “I might even do some to keep you on your toes. Even if you behave. Now help me with the Fledgling.”



The entire walk to where Pax had her vehicle parked was an excruciatingly painful one for Nada. Randomly, she’d feel a zap somewhere if she slowed helping the woman carry Raisa.
Nada’s whimpers as she tried to stop her screams were greeted by Pax’s laughter, by reminders of how she’d “stolen” the woman’s delivery.
By the time Nada got to the car, she could only collapse against the back door. Pax opened it and shoved her in roughly, slammed it behind her, and got in the front with the unconscious Raisa.
As the vehicle moved along the roads, Nada lay exhausted, her face pressed against the window.
There were no more attacks.
With Pax concentrating on driving, she was unable to inflect pain.
Strange gratitude flared within Nada, and for a brief moment, she wondered if this was why Musaid was always so happy: Any moment without pain was a moment of joy.
Musaid.
Her heart crumbled, thinking of his face in her dream—it held such sadness and tenderness—and now, suddenly, a longing for him awoke in her when she’d kept it at bay for years in prison.
His face lighting up with a huge smile upon seeing her at the hangar a couple of days ago flashed in her head. Vividly, she imagined that, instead of acting as coolly as she had, she’d fled into his arms, to lay her head on his chest, to have him engulf her in his love.
Again and again, he smiled in her head now, like he knew she needed comforting.
Again and again, she ran to him in her thoughts.
Lulled by the land carrier bumping along the forest floor, Nada found herself humming their song. In a sleepy stupor, she hummed and hummed quietly to herself, and the day she first learned Musaid loved her beyond friendship unfurled in her mind, filling her with light.



When her grandmother had gone for diplomatic missions to Upper Earth and Nada was sure she had enough time, Nene Nushba’s cupboards were Nada’s favorite places to explore. There were all sorts of things she didn’t understand in them, that she loved examining until they made sense. And the things she couldn’t decipher, if given enough time, Nayf somehow always figured out. Even the most incomprehensible objects.
Like a little square of glass she’d found nestled in a black velvet box.
Today, Nayf came into her room and told her he finally knew what it was. She’d found it months ago, so she said, “At last!” as she followed him to the library. Musaid, twelve, was there, looking through a microscope set up beside Nayf’s device on the desk.
Nayf took a seat. “It’s ‘finally’ because you never gave me the reader for it. It was in the cupboard too.”
“What reader?”
Nayf pointed at the microscope. Musaid lifted his head and nodded at her. He now had a slight line of fuzz above his lips, and a little triangle of it on his chin, both that he let grow. Sometimes he even ran his index finger down the edges of the fuzzy bits solemnly, and Nada wanted to hit that finger away whenever she noticed. It was like she could feel the rough skin he touched under those strokes, and she imagined the texture to be irritating.
His hair, overgrown, in need of the haircut he was always putting off, stood up now as he ran his right hand through it.
He was always doing that too. Was it only around her? To irritate her further? “That’s a microscope.”
“Not just any microscope. A silica reader. This is a storage square from the past.” Nayf tapped on a tablet, and Nada realized it was linked to the microscope. “Run it, Musaid.”
Musaid smoothed his mustache before fitting his eye on the microscope. He then rolled the dial on the machine. There was a whoosh sound from Nayf’s device, and a woman’s voice rang clear:
Let me not to the marriage of true minds
Admit impediments. Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,
Or bends with the remover to remove.
O no! it is an ever-fixed mark
That looks on tempests and is never shaken…
Mid-poem, Nada felt her eyes closing in appreciation. She didn’t understand the words, except that they were about love, but the voice reciting them was full of conviction and strength, such strength that she felt it laid the weight of the words into her—hard.
…Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds…
When it became silent, she opened her eyes and found herself looking right into Musaid’s eyes, newly cleared of hair it seemed. He quickly looked back into the microscope and turned the dial again.
Music. A single note, followed by a man’s voice this time.
I found a love…
Another poem about love, sung this time. A perfect love.
This time she understood every word. Every single perfect word.
They went on exploring the square, Musaid scrolling the microscope over the glass, pushing his hair around on his head once in a while, fiddling with his facial hair, Nayf adjusting the volume as needed.
The storage glass was full of old poetry, music, speeches, things to rouse hearts.
By the time the three of them got tired of exploring it, Nada only wanted to hear the first song they’d encountered. So, after Musaid and Nayf left, she scrolled the microscope until she found it again and then played it on repeat, twirling and swaying in the sunlight to it.
“Perfect.”
She played it every day in the library that week until the day before Nene Nushba came back to Lower Earth—from what they found out later was her last trip to Upper Earth. Then Nada quickly put the microscope and the square back in the cupboard.
Months later, shortly before Nene Nushba died, when the servants and their families were invited to the palace for their biannual appreciation party, all the kids gathered on the porch that ran alongside the kitchen gardens, like they always did. It was a summer evening; a cool breeze fluttering through the crowd settled on hammocks and the ground and, for the lucky ones, on the rail atop the balustrades, from where you could see the night sky as well as observe everyone else.
Nada was sitting on the porch steps, her back to the group, preferring to be at the outskirts and see the sky. She could still listen to what was happening behind her and, if interested, turn around to watch.
For the kids, these parties always ended in a night of talent one-upmanship on the porch. Nada’s only talent being trying to find things she wasn’t supposed to meant she was an observer at the gatherings. Lein participated without fail—usually with some physical feat that made everyone ooh and aah; last year it was running toward the palace, leaping onto the rail, and then shimmying up the post to the top of the porch roof “within thirty-five seconds.” This year, it involved some long stick he’d spent a lot of time sharpening, that he was going to throw at several designated targets.
Nayf’s participation varied, ranging from the intellectual to the physical to the silly. His most famous feat was from the previous year: mimicking everyone who volunteered their voice to be echoed. He’d won with that talent—there wasn’t a single voice he couldn’t capture, that he couldn’t repeat with unbelievable accuracy in tone and inflection.
This year, it was asking everyone to smash the eggs he’d secured in a box he made. Nada was very bored of this “talent” as, in the lead-up to this night, she’d tried the different ways Nayf directed her to smash the boxed eggs to no avail, so she kept her back toward him through most of his turn at wowing the crowd.
She was trying to make a telescope with her hands to glimpse the silhouette of Upper Earth in the dark, starry night sky when the first notes rang out. At first, she thought it was a mistake. Then, as she lowered her hands slowly and closed her eyes and concentrated, it was clear.
“Perfect.” Played on an oud. The instrument that Jamlu, the old man Musaid lived with on the palace grounds, played at the palace on special occasions.
She turned around.
Musaid, even taller now, hair cut, face fuzz gone finally, sat on the rail, leaning on a post, concentrating so hard on plucking the instrument in his lap, she could see the sweat glistening on his forehead from where she was sitting.
Some of the kids had started talking midway through his performance—it was obvious most of them didn’t think it was good—but Nada got up and slowly walked through the crowd and stood until she was four feet away and watched intently.
Each finger pluck was difficult, she could tell. He was straining to remember the notes, then pull the string at the right spots on the instrument.
While most of the audience completely ignored the rest of his performance, the song reached Nada’s ears as she’d first heard it: tugging at her like the sunlight did each morning: Come join the day. It will be a good one. Wake with hope.
Finished, Musaid pulled the oud cover onto his lap and tucked the instrument into it, head bent. He only looked up when Lein clapped hard and yelled, “Okay, that was UM with some old song. Who’s next?”
When Musaid finally looked at her, his face uncharacteristically serious, Nada smiled. He nodded at her, unsmiling, and then wiped his brow with the back of his hand before zipping up the oud case, and she realized, on top of the immense effort he’d exerted, he was also nervous. “Did you go and get the glass square from Nene’s cupboard?” she whispered. “To learn how to play that? I won’t tell, don’t worry.”
He shook his head. “No. It’s okay if you tell anyway. Nayf always tells Nene all the things you find in her cupboard.”
“What?” Nada frowned.
“Nayf thinks Nene leaves things for you to find.” Musaid began relaxing now, a smile finally spreading, his characteristic mirth returning. “That’s why you keep finding interesting things. That’s why he keeps helping you. He knows Nene is fine with it.”
“So Nayf got it for you?”
“What?”
“The song? For you to learn to play?”
Musaid stopped smiling and shook his head and began pulling on the zipper of the oud case again. “It never left her cupboard.”
“So how did you learn to play it?”
“You played it so many times. Remember Nayf and I were working on his invention in Nene Nushba’s sitting room? The fire-inversion invention? Your song was the only thing I could hear.”
“You played it from memory?”
“No. Jamlu played it from memory.” Musaid looked at her squarely. “I, um, showed him how it went.”
“You hummed it?” Nada leaned on the part of railing Nayf had just cleared to help two kids who needed a curtain held up for their puppet show. She had to be insistent to find out why Musaid had performed her favorite song.
He wasn’t telling her anything. She pestered him again. “Or did you sing it for Jamlu?”
Musaid simply nodded. “I have to return the oud now.”
“Okay.” She watched him make his way to the steps. She wanted to say thank you. She wanted to add that that was the best talent performance she’d ever seen at any of the parties—even if none of the other kids seemed to think so.
She wanted to tell him so many things to show her appreciation, but he was already heading down the steps. So she got up on the railing and spun around to perch on the edge, legs dangling, to make a telescope with her hand and peer through it to watch him walk back to Jamlu’s house at the edge of the kitchen garden. When he got to the door, he turned.
Even across the dark, she knew he’d finally relaxed enough to smile at her.
She knew he’d learned the song for her.
She knew the performance had been for her.
It spoke words he couldn’t say clearly.
That’s what love poems are for.



In the back of the car, the half-awake humming of “Perfect” was interrupted by a sudden stab to Nada’s inside elbow, the carrier veering a bit as Pax took her attention off the road to access the remote for Nada’s neck ring.
Writhing on the seat, Nada moaned at the unexpected torment piercing such a beautiful memory.
“Stop making that noise!” Pax barked. “We’re almost at the checkpoint to the launch site, and I don’t need your yodeling now. Important people are waiting for the Fledging. Less important people await you.”
Groggy, numb, Nada’s mind scrambled to decipher this. Launch. Fledgling. Important people.
We’re going farther from the prison.
Someone wants Raisa.
But not the people Pax is taking me to? Not Kingsnake?
ALIGN gave Pax aid to bring Raisa in.
Raisa.
In danger.
I have to bring Raisa to Salwe.
“In case you try anything on the air carrier, here’s one for the road. I mean, for the air.” Pax’s eyes lit up in the rearview, as though she were presenting a treat.
A searing sting at Nada’s neck again, like the first pain she’d received, and again, Nada yelped at the sudden sensation of a drill boring into her.
Tears streaming, she clutched at her neck ring and tried to pull it off, but it was fixed as though indeed drilled on.
Before Nada lost her mind from the shots of pain Pax inflicted, she had to tear it off.






An Update for the General Public No. 4447:

Chief Guardian’s Daughter, the Fledgling, Found

From: ALIGN Council of Guardians

To: Residents of the Bridge, Upper, and Lower Earth

Due to the extraordinarily quick measures taken to confront the kidnapping of Raisa Freelund, daughter of the chief guardian, she has been found safe and is currently in good hands, en route to the palace.

Although recovering from her plight, she has indicated that she would like to address the residents of Lower Earth to thank them for their prayers and outpouring of love. It is expected that she will include remarks on the upcoming Enlightenment Ceremony, to which she is eager to invite the Lower Earth populace.

Crown Prince Lein is ecstatic at the news and is eager to move forward with his wedding; the much-anticipated celebration marks a distinct shift in Upper and Lower Earth relations, heralding a new era of universal cooperation for a future free of conflict.

In a related update, the Council of Guardians continues to seek the Blackwater prison escapee of earlier this week; it is suspected he orchestrated the kidnapping of Raisa Freelund and attacked four Lower Earth citizens, businessmen loyal to the palace.

If found, please do not approach the fugitive. He is considered extremely dangerous.

A reminder, no force will be considered exorbitant to deal with those who continually attempt to upend the peace of our universe.

As ever, our motto:

A people aligned in the highest of human values—compassion, equality, freedom, innovation—will never be defeated by any force.









EYAS, A CHILD OF UNDERGROUND:
A RECORD OF A PURCHASE AND A THEFT, EXCERPT ONE
The Bird Shop Man bought me when I was two years old so that I could learn to clean cages and feed the birds in his shop at the Grand Market. (I am now nine.)
The Bird Shop Man named me Eyas. Eyas is a baby hawk that learns quickly.
My name is Eyas because I watch and hear and learn like a hawk.
I can only speak by chirping like birds.
I know what they say when I listen carefully.
The Bird Shop Man gets birds ready for Upper Earth people to buy. Sometimes he dips the little baby birds in colors so they glow in dark cages hanging at the windows. Sometimes he trains them to fight each other and sells the best fighters. He teaches some to sing. Some to work. Some to die so others grow stronger.
The birds are never happy. They told me this over and over in different sounds.
—recorded with help from the keeper of the second revolution
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10th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
KHALDA OF LOWER EARTH:
RECORD OF THE LAST RECORD-KEEPER
She collected the shrouded scrolls lying in heaps beneath the floorboards. It took four trips trudging from the house to the yard to gather them all and lay them in neat, respectful rows on the wooden cart parked atop the fallen leaves.
This lot of records, tucked into their incense-infused coverings, appeared to gaze at the moon eagerly, while she, puffs of air escaping her mouth in tiny clouds, rubbed her hands together and pulled back her knit hood with reluctance to peer at the sole source of light high above the forest.
It was a cold night for a burial. And if she could delay, she would, but the moon told her otherwise. I am in the waxing phase. Soon I will be full and the paths will be lit and you may be found.
And soon, very soon, as the Tangled Servant warned you, they will descend from the skies to begin the Enlightenment.
She remembered his words now, the Tangled Servant’s. The records contain the people’s reset codes: their lives, who they really are, what they really believe. The records must be hidden until the revolution. Until the Restoration.
She pulled her topmost sweater sleeves over her fingers to lessen the cold of the metal handles and, turning to face away from the cart, gripped them behind her. From watching her father’s maneuvering of the cart on these treacherous wooded hills so long ago, she knew pulling was easier than pushing.
Still she could not move. It was grief that froze her feet, not the cold.
Memories of her family danced around her in the night, but they provided no balm to her loneliness.
She took a breath and looked to the moon again, like it was a parent encouraging her first toddling step.
A future free of tyranny will thank you, sweetie, the moon spoke exactly like her dead mother, full of idealism, swelling with hope, eyes on lofty goals as though they were within reach.
Though her outlook wasn’t as hopeful, Khalda listened to her mother.
After puffing another sigh, she lifted a foot, set it down, and followed it with another step. The cart creaked to life behind her, records rolling slightly in excitement beside the long-handled shovel that lay next to them.
Though her heart wasn’t as brave, she followed her father’s way.
She often wondered what it would have been like had the rest of her family survived. Would she be pulling a cart behind her through the forest in the latter part of the night without even the faintest of torches to guide her?
Impossible. It would have been unimaginable to relegate this chore to her, the youngest, the one who trembled upon waking up from a nightmare and sobbed if her parents weren’t there to hold her hand immediately.
Had they not come for her family, her sole job at this time would have been to sleep soundly through the night, every night.
During the day, she would have been in charge of the qalams and inks, whittling nibs with precision, distilling various produce into liquid. Then she’d test the strength of both with strokes on the page.
The sounds of parchments straightening, the smells of wood and ink, the sight of letters in neat formation would have filled her senses, not the touch of cold cart handles and glimpses of terrifying shapes in the dark.
This other task would not have been hers: these burials in the hopes of unearthing a future. Surviving and striving solely for this cause, when no other record-keeper had been able to.
Taking a deep icy breath, she conjured a bravado wide and strong now and wore it like an additional cloak on top of her already-layered body to continue into the depth of the dark forest.



It took two hours to finish. When she straightened after smoothing the last rectangle of mud and placing a pebble in the middle, dawn birdsong had already begun.
The graveyard lay before her. This was the final burial before the Enlightenment, and it filled her with pride now. Eighty-four records buried.
She sank to the ground, overwhelmed that her sense of achievement was tinged with the same sadness that ate away at her after these burials.
The same thoughts nagged her: What if she died before the revolution? What if the records remained buried, and the people stayed programmed to serve Upper Earth forever, the minds of future generations also enslaved to the systems set up to exploit them? What if this was all for nothing—the years of her parents’ and others’ work, her years of service?
The way the Tangled Servant had described the Restoration had been beautiful. Once the Enlightenment Centers were sabotaged, once WOLF, the company that ran the centers was disrupted from within, once there was no way for them to take over the population of Lower Earth, like they had the Bridge, the people’s records would be exhumed and returned to them so they could remember who they were, so they could remember to resist the rise of any future systems of enslavement. So they could live free again on the scarred earth, as they had right after the Last Migration.
While listening to the Tangled Servant talk about this future, Khalda had imagined the unearthed records being dropped from the sky over Lower Earth and fluttering to their ecstatic owners.
Now, though, as she gazed at her hands covered in soil, her mind turned to the morbid.
If she died, who would bury her? She had no family, no friends, no one who cared about her—except the Tangled Servant, who lived the closest to her, up in the mountains near her home.
But the Tangled Servant was much too old and delicate for any such task. He’d only promised that should she die before him, he’d hold on to the map of all the graveyards of records as long as he could—until he had to pass them on, if they had to wait longer for the Restoration.
She would have to bury herself, then.
She smiled grimly, imagining setting the bakhoor to light, scenting her own shrouds, and folding herself into them to walk through the night to this graveyard. Then her body succumbing to the ground’s embrace.
Her smile shrank, and she bent her face into muddy hands.
She was alone, and though it was her deepest wish to not be, she would die alone and whither into skeletal remains in her house. Her burials of records were for nought. Her existence too. With these somber thoughts, with arms encircling her drawn knees, she gave in to the fatigue filling her limbs and heart and drifted into the light sleep of the grieving.
“Is this a place of rest or of contemplation?”
She sprang at the voice coming from behind her and turned so abruptly, the cart by her side teetered.
Dawn had broken while she slept, and now a boy stood in the golden light. Perhaps in his late teens or early twenties, he had a long angular face, light brown eyes, a strong jawline, and a steep forehead on top of which lay unruly dark hair. He wore black from head to toe, except for a gray blanket-like shawl covering his shoulders and falling long to one side and behind him.
He was one of them.
The family that destroyed the world.
It was unmistakable. The marks were there.
The easy confidence with which he spoke, the relaxed yet aloof mirth in his eyes, the cut of his clothing, the pure wool of his shawl.
She had no weapon, but if she’d had, with the state of mind she was in, she would have lunged at him with it right then and faced the consequence of Amir Gauis’s dungeons.
Except then this graveyard would be found, the scrolls unearthed before their time.
And then methodically destroyed.
Because her life was not as valuable as the graveyard, she spoke with a playful tone. “What about restful contemplation? That, too, is a thing, is it not?”
He smiled, and the grin turned his entire face into another, gentler one. The scar on his left cheek seemed to join the end of his mouth, lengthening it, extending its joy.
That’s how they deceive you. With feigned kindness.
“I’m asking because, like you, I’ve been seeking a place to hide. Somewhere I can walk to in the darkest of nights, the path memorized.” He drew his shawl closer around him, and she saw the outline of a weapon at his side. “As you do, each year. Seeking new places to bury old secrets. Practicing the route over and over until it has trodden a path in your head. Until you walk it unseeingly.”
How long has he been watching me?
“Well, this might not be the place. It’s quite arduous to get here.” She grabbed the handles of her cart. “I can’t believe I slept. I must get to market.”
“But you’re not a marketer.” The words were pronounced with the precision of one sure of his knowledge of the world.
She pushed the cart in front of her. She’d have to pass him to get back onto the path to the house. Her fingers gripped the handles tighter in an attempt to quell the shaking of her arms.
She’d survived these eight years on her own.
It was impossible to imagine it had been to die at the age of eighteen, at the hands of the first person she’d met since the massacre.



Under the floorboards of the self-sufficient home her parents had built with their own hands, there was a shallow space that held jars and urns of dehydrated and pickled produce.
And underneath that was another storage room, a secret one.
It was not only where the completed records were kept, it was also where the tools of the record-keepers were stored. It was where ten-year-old Khalda liked to hide for a bit when her father or mother sent her to get a new pot of ink or fresh parchment.
No aspect of the actual record-keeping—meeting and speaking to and listening to the people while taking extensive notes—had been of any allure to Khalda back then. She’d been a quiet child, happy to be away from the bustle of the world, easily delighted by the colors the forest offered through peeks of newly springing flowers and the spectacle of changing leaves. From an early age, she knew which harvest of nature yielded the best hues.
For this reason, Khalda thrived in the assignment her mother had given her, which was, as she’d been first instructed as a four-year-old, to swirl the strongest inks that would last “more than a thousand years”—though her parents had never told her why such fortitude was required.
While Khalda enjoyed crushing petals, drying berries, and mixing paste bases for inks from recipes handed to her, while she had only recently begun to perfect her qalam-making under the tutelage of her older brother, she often wished she could take a break from focusing only on this at home.
On days like that long-ago balmy summer one, when her family had been sitting on the floor for hours, her mother in front of the low table, finishing a record; her father at the tawla, reviewing a completed one; her brother on a woven mat, sealing rolled parchments in additional layers of scented silica to ready for burial, Khalda sought solitude in her secret refuge deep under the floorboards.
Though it smelled of a mixture of incense and earth and she was surrounded by shrouded records, if she closed her eyes and lay perfectly still, arms tight at her sides, she could imagine anything she wanted to be doing at the moment. Like climbing the Gansiy mountain again, this time with a bag bursting with pots of inks to paint the scene she’d seen from the top.
That one time her family had gone up when she was seven, to collect a record, it had been so beautiful, she’d lingered so long, she’d lost sight of her parents and gotten a scolding from her mother.
But it was a small price for the vision imprinted in her soul of a dusk-hued valley of mauves and rosy pinks, rippled with strangely golden-green plantations and orchards. It was like a rainbow had been pulled from the sky and spread taut on the ground to fade and dry in the sun.
Even the heaps of indigo-colored mounts from the mining operations that went for miles, even the dusty roofs in the marketplaces, even the zooming carriers in the distance, even the work of humans had been beautiful from above.
The silhouette of the glinting steelscape of Upper Earth, hovering beyond, had appeared utterly magical.
This last observation was one she would never share with her parents, but truth was, something about seeing the world from so high caused Khalda to believe in more than her simple life squirreled away in the forest. It also made her wish to go on outings with her family again. Outings not to seek stories, not for work, but for fun.
Of course she understood the reason why there was no time for pleasure: Her parents and brother were perpetually busy as the sole remaining record-keepers in Lower Earth.
When Amir Gauis came into power with a vow to enforce each newly enacted War on Brutality law without mercy, every other keeper had been found. No one knew whether “enforcement without mercy” meant the captured keepers had been imprisoned or killed.
On that day, ten-year-old Khalda, ensconced in a mountain daydream deep under the floorboards, learned with certainty what happened to the others.
She was first roused by the hard knocking on the front door of the house, the scramble of feet above as her family scurried to hide evidence of illegal activity. She almost sat up to join them when she remembered the drill they had practiced many, many times.
Anyone who can make it to the records space, stay there. Whoever survives keeps on, her father’s voice rung in her head. There are enough provisions stored to stay in hiding for a good while. We each know how to forage for food in the dark of the night should we need to hide for longer.
And then you bury them all, each and every completed scroll, bit by bit.
Make maps of the burial sites.
Entrust the location of these to the most trustworthy one you know so they can continue to protect them after you die.
If safe to do so, continue to store the records of any who seek you.
Pushed out by the screams of her dying family, her father’s directions regarding the records fell away over time.
She neglected to bury the records.
She hadn’t even known why she needed to.
Until three years ago, when the Tangled Servant, friend of her parents, educated her when he visited—he said it had been to entrust his own record to her father, but instead of him sharing his life, Khalda deposited the story of her family’s murder in him. He accepted the screams that filled her nightmares, and they left her finally.



But now the screams flooded back.
They filled her senses as she rolled the cart ahead of her and attempted to hail the same bravado of last night—but this time, it provided no cloak, only a flimsy veneer that was obviously false to anyone, whether they knew her or not, even the strange boy still appraising her.
Her fearful eyes growing wide was a giveaway she knew she was going to die.
Stay calm, she told herself. If need be, you can use the cart as an unwieldy weapon.
If her body, shuddering with alarm would let her, that is.
The stranger stepped out of her way, an impenetrable expression on his face.
He stepped into the graveyard.
She paused wheeling the cart and turned slowly. He was bending over her final grave.
Should she use the inhuman strength born from desperation, now coursing through her, to lift the cart and fling it at him?
“All fresh, these graves.” He cast a gaze around. “I know exactly what this place is,” he said, without turning to her. “It’s a place that will get you killed in the most merciless of ways. And, fortunately, it’s exactly what I’ve been seeking.”
He then stood up and turned to her. “Actually, I’ve been seeking you, Record-Keeper.”















10th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD-SEEKER
He could almost feel the fear radiating from the record-keeper, and it made him hesitate for a second, made him want to leave her to her work, such important work.
Instead of drawing her into the middle of the battle to come.
That the record-keeper, who’d continued her family’s tradition so valiantly, should be protected at all costs, was his natural inclination.
That she should not be a potential sacrifice.
But then Nada. He’d lose his sister forever. She’d belong to Salwe, the queen of the hive, the queen planning a violent uprising.
He had learned of the schism among the Ahraar while in prison, and he had seen evidence of the division when he’d emerged out in the world. His mind, reared in Nene Nushba’s library, had wondered whether the division was sown, but his desire for an end to the life he and his sister led, thrown around at the whims of others, had superseded all his queries.
What he knew and served was the possibility of a bloodless end to the tyranny. A merciful revolution that spared all the realms of Aerd.
In order for this to happen, he had to locate his grandmother’s records—specifically the one detailing the treaty Upper Earth had entered into with Lower Earth, to not allow an infringement of the neuro-rights of the population below them by any means—whether through manipulation, manufactured consent, or force.
Upper Earth had agreed to not launch the Enlightenment Project in exchange for the right to a proportionate stake in land for agriculture and mining on Lower Earth, and better terms of trade—which Nene Nushba had negotiated.
Many members of the Council of Guardians who had signed the agreement were still guardians and had agreed that, should they not hold Upper Earth responsible in upholding the treaty, they would face a tribunal of elected Lower Earth citizens to decide their fate.
Ngwale had said that after the Bridge massacres, when she broke off talks about joining ALIGN, Nene Nushba had kept copies of the treaty in various places to ensure their security, worried about Upper Earth’s ruthless pursuit of power.
One of those secure places was in her records. Nayf wanted to find them and help call Upper Earth to account, under the leadership of Murrabi Hasuf, Jansu, and those of the Ahraar who wanted to use diplomacy to solve the looming crisis.
Before the queen of the other Ahraar faction, Salwe, launched her own war against Upper Earth.
She’d been waiting for her daughter to land safely in her hands before she gave the order to fire.
Nayf had been told by Murrabi Hasuf that a mercenary group called Kingsnake had orchestrated the downing of the carrier the daughter had traveled in—he wasn’t sure who they were hired by, but he wouldn’t have put it past Salwe to do it.
Her daughter was now on Lower Earth.
It was only a matter of time before the queen began to unleash violence.
Nayf had to move fast. He looked to his left and whistled low.
The branches of an aspen tree lining the periphery of the graveyard rustled as a bird flew out. It landed near a stone marking a burial spot on the ground.
Nayf turned back to face the record-keeper. “Will you follow me?”
She didn’t reply, knuckles pale from gripping the cart so hard. Her black hood framed a sallow face—he knew she slept under the floorboards and emerged outdoors exclusively at night. Only her lips were clearly visible as her hood was pulled low, almost hanging to her nose.
But, from watching her movements all yesterday, he’d seen her face already. Wide-spaced dark eyes, a square nose, and lips that were fuller at the bottom.
And a small gouged mark at the outside corner of her right eye, where the imprint marking her as belonging to a record-keeping family had been removed. Probably by her parents, before they fled to the woods, imprinted trackers cut out of their bodies.
He sidestepped her and led the way to the path he’d followed her on last night and then turned to make sure she followed him
now. “I suggest ditching the cart. There’s a spot up ahead to drop it. It will sink into the leaves and be covered soon enough. We need to move fast, and a cart isn’t that.”
“I don’t know what you mean. The market. I’m going to…” She trailed off. As she jerked forward to dislodge the cart’s wheel stuck between rocks, her hood slipped back to reveal her eyes.
Such agitated eyes, dabbed with dirt from the graveyard, darting around, seeking escape.
“You’re going to take me to the rest of the records.” He held her gaze now, leveraging her distress. She needed to know this wasn’t a request. “The ones your father buried. Not the ones you’ve been hiding these last few years. I want to see his burials. I’m here on behalf of the Tangled Servant.”
“How do I know you’re not lying?”
“He told me exactly where to find your house. He told me everyone thinks it’s abandoned, because the palace boarded it up, but that you live under the floorboards. He told me he taught you how to make your favorite stew, roots and squirrel, and you taught him how to make wild strawberry jam with sweet sap stealthily harvested. That, whenever you meet, after catching up, all you two do is trade recipes. He said your parents gave you your middle name, Sausun, after the elderly woman who, before she passed away, alerted the Bridge and Lower Earth to store records of their lives, before ALIGN descends, lest they have no memories of their own chosen ways.” Nayf paused. “Even though he likes to let people tell their own stories, the Tangled Servant told me this information to make sure you know I’m to be trusted.”
Her face changed at such an astonishing rate, he knew her sort immediately, even though he hadn’t seen many people beyond the palace, nor the prison. She had none of the artful ways of royalty, none of their artifice—and certainly not the stone-faced callousness of prisoners and guards alike.
“No one knows my middle name is Sausun except the Tangled Servant.” Her face opened up immediately, her body language changing from tensed to at ease. She looked like another girl, like the sun had risen in her face. She nodded, picking up the cart again, her movements quickening. “What record do you seek?”
“My grandmother’s. She entrusted it to your father.” He took a breath, knowing speaking her name was an offence. “Nene Nushba’s. I’m her grandson, Nayf.”
Khalda’s eyes widened, and she cast a glance around the forest, as though there were eyes other than theirs ready to pounce upon hearing the name long banned. “The maps of buried records are in the house.”
“We don’t have much time. Once we find the record, and unearth it, I have to take it to the man who entrusted me with this task.” Nayf quickened his own pace, remembering the death of the one who had helped him escape prison, his former guard at the palace when he was a child and now an Ahraar member, Ngwale. Another Ahraar man, Djazairi, who awaited the treaty now, could be next. “According to him, there will be information in it that will pause the Enlightenment.”
As they made their way back to the record-keeper’s house, stopping to roll the cart off the side of the path to let it submerge in the brush, Nayf’s bird, Absr, flew high above them.






Nayf saw the flash of purple first. Up ahead, weaving in a space between trees. He motioned for Khalda to stop and then moved his hand to his belt, taking out the rifle Jansu had handed him before Nayf had left the older man and the Tangled Servant at the red brick house.
Nayf raised the gun. There were nine bullets in the weapon, but the choice to sacrifice them if needed didn’t take much thought. Fitting the scope to his eye, he surveyed the area, then lowered his gun. After gazing around with his naked eye, he did it again through the gun’s scope.
A third time, a wider sweep.
Nothing to be seen, but his instincts were on high alert. Something human had moved ahead of them, and he couldn’t be certain it wasn’t the palace or ALIGN.
As a record-keeper, Khalda would be considered an enemy of the state. Her death would be a long process and wouldn’t be at the mercy of a bullet.
Escaping prison as an enemy of the state, as he himself had, had a worse punishment: torture of loved ones in view, before they turned to him.
Nada. They would kill her slowly. Make him watch every bit.
Absr settled on a branch beside him and cocked its head.
It seemed to say, You saved me; I believe in you. Finish your task without fear.
“You were my salvation,” Nayf whispered to the bird, the despondence of being in prison as a twelve-year-old flooding back to his mind. In his second week, while he’d lain depressed on the metal cot, Absr had showed up to peek through the bars of the small window set high in the cell wall, one wing flapping, the other still. Coaxing it to flutter down had been hard, but mending its wing and nursing it back to health had sustained Nayf when everything had looked bleak. Once the bird had begun to fly again, it had then returned daily, bringing him little bits of the outside world: coins, string, keys, paper wrappers, in exchange for food and companionship. It had even learned how to hide when guards did sudden sweeps of Nayf’s cell.
Absr had given him something to care for other than himself; if it had only been himself, Nayf wouldn’t have survived prison. Like he’d mended the bird’s wing, the boy mended his spirit, then his mind and body, reading in the prison library, strength training on the cell floor.
Absr had given him purpose.
Under Absr’s watch, in seven years, Nayf had gone from a slight, deferential figure to one who stood tall and strong and looked you right in the eye, ready to fight if need be.
As Absr flew off, Nayf turned those fighting eyes to the forest around him now, certain someone was watching him and the record-keeper.
There was only one thing to do: move through the forest, ready to kill on sight.
He didn’t see the net drop from on high before it was pulled tight, knocking both of them off their feet.
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KHALDA OF LOWER EARTH:
RECORD OF THE LAST RECORD-KEEPER
They made her walk behind Nayf in the dark, and in the light of a single weak torch, she watched the heels of his black boots squelching the mud of the riverbank with every step.
She didn’t know where they were being taken on foot. After a day spent with both her and Nayf tied up in her home, the head of their two abductors had received a call on his earlink, and the other one had activated in synchrony.
She’d gotten to her feet, relieved they hadn’t discovered her room under the floorboards, relieved that, before leaving the house to bury the records last night, she’d followed her deceased family’s protocol: unplug all cords that lead from the house to the undercurrent generators hidden beneath the barn.
In her case, she’d only needed to take care of the cords heading to her underground room, it being the only space she used.
She didn’t know why she was so grateful her abode was secure. It was not like she would ever return to it. The pain biting in her wrists due to the way the men had pulled the ties so tight, the bruises on the side of her face from where they’d struck her, the way they’d pulled off her hood and slid their hands down her body whenever they moved her, told her there was only a terrible end in store for her.
In completing her parents’ wishes to continue record-keeping, she’d completed her life.
Surely she and Nayf would be turned over to the palace…
There wasn’t a doubt in the world that the palace wouldn’t link the scar outside her right eye and the family home she was found near, and the burial plot she could be tracked to, and come to the conclusion they’d had for every keeper of Lower Earth and the Bridge: a horrific death sentence.
She could no longer find the courage she’d had last night on her way to bury the records.
She wished Nayf hadn’t shown up this morning and thrown her life off course.
She wished she had stayed hidden under the floorboards, living in her head all these years, not even meeting with the Tangled Servant.
It would have been lonely to live hidden away, and loneliness was the worst thing in the world for Khalda, but at least she would have lived.
Death scared her more than being alone.
Nayf suddenly stopped, and Khalda bumped into him, the man behind her using this as an opportunity to press himself against her back.
Khalda wrenched herself to the side, disgust spreading over her.
He fell over, like the squirrels she hunted when she became excessively lethargic, when she knew she needed meat.
Had she knocked him over?
Up ahead, the other fell, too, like someone had pulled their plugs in turn.
Their torches dropped along with them and went out immediately, plunging the scene into semidarkness, before a single torch flickered to light and then shut off again.
The occasional flickers of light from the ground provided Khalda flashes of her surroundings.
“Stay still.” Nayf’s voice was low and steady. “Can you reach into my hand? I picked up a sharp rock. Maybe you can work on my wrist tie.”
Unsure of his plan but grateful he had one, Khalda took advantage of a flick of light to carefully turn herself on the rocky terrain, and then reached with her fingers behind her to find his hand.
A dark figure on the hill up ahead. And another. “There’s people,” she whispered, alarm beginning to roar again within. “Behind us.”
“And up ahead too.” How was his voice so calm? “Grab the rock. Rub it on the tie. Even while I’m talking to them.”
Khalda placed her fingers underneath his, and the rock fell into them. She fumbled, her hands shaking, and the rock dropped to the ground.
Behind her, Nayf drew a breath.
“I’m sorry! I’ll pick it up.” She spoke low, aware that the figures were drawing near to them.
Who are they?
Protector or foe?
Flash: a figure in black, face except for eyes covered with a scarf, gun slung across chest, approaching the abductor who had pressed himself to her.
Flash: a figure bending, turning the abductor over with his foot.
Flash: a gun held up to Khalda’s face.
She immediately found herself reaching for Nayf’s fingers behind her.
Light from the gun blinded her, and a thought filled her head: Is it better not to see your killer before you die?
“She’s passable.” The voice came from behind the gun. “Maybe worth a thousand or two.”
“Bride-market passable or service?” Another voice joined the first.
“What do you think?”
“Take a look at her hair. If she’s kept it clean, we might be talking bride market.”
Someone grabbed her hood roughly and yanked out her braids tucked into her sweater. Her hair tumbled out, thick and long, down the front of her coat. “Her face is too round, eyes too small for my liking. But the hair around the face is valuable. Maybe five-thousand valuable.” The second man leaned closer. “I’ll check her mouth later, but the lips are fine. You made sure the two dead on the ground are the ones who botched the snatch of the Fledgling?”
The gun was lowered, light still on, and in the indirect light, Khalda could finally see that around five or six armed men had gathered, each dressed the same. “Yes, sir, and we received confirmation the other two at the Barshaa house are also dead. The delivery woman is still on the run.”
The second man now walked behind her, and she could feel Nayf straighten up as he was addressed. “Your bounty went up three hundred million more. You were apparently involved in the kidnapping of the chief guardian’s daughter? Not a good thing to do while on the run from him.” He laughed, and the others joined him, as though on command. “Five hundred million dollars. That’s a lot of money for the satisfaction of watching you die slowly.”
“It will be worth nothing next week, with the currency reset. And your minds zapped dead in the Enlightenment,” Nayf said. “Though that won’t be much of a change for you, I’m presuming?”
“Careful, or I might give you another scar on the right cheek.”
Khalda froze, certain the leader would take a swipe with the knife he’d raised at Nayf.
“Get them moving. We need to keep the girl intact for the market and the boy pretty for the bosses up there. They have a plan for him. Otherwise, he’d be cut up by now.”
Khalda was turned around abruptly and felt a boot on the back of her knees. She tumbled forward, landing against Nayf, who immediately fell forward and rolled onto his back. The leader bent down and picked him up roughly. “You have miles to go; you’d better learn there’s no slacking. And if you try anything, I’ll carve the girl’s face and make you watch. She’s already not much to look at, but to keep you untouched, we’ll risk the loss at the market.”
Nayf pulled himself out of the man’s clutches and started walking.
Khalda watched as the rocks he’d picked up from the ground began dropping from his hands behind him, one by one.
In gratitude, she watched them all fall.
He doesn’t want me to get hurt.
Her stomach was wrung taut, but a seed of hope fluttered in.
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NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
TWO ORPHANS, NO BIRD
Sunlight from a window set high in the wall filtered through his closed eyelids, and for a moment, Nayf thought he was back in Blackwater prison.
His eyes opened to the comforting relief that he wasn’t.
He was tied up—now his ankles, too—in the basement of a dried goods shop, surrounded by cloth sacks and wooden crates and barrels of products. Across from him, on the other side of the room, Khalda sat up against the wall, her hands tied in front.
With some effort, because his hands remained bound behind, Nayf sat up as well and leaned against a large wooden drum. A careful glance confirmed there was no one in the room with them.
Nayf tipped his head at Khalda’s hands. “Cut the ties on me? There’s a metal edging on that crate there. You can pull it out and use the sharp end.”
She shook her head and lifted a finger to point at the wall adjacent to them. A console housing a tiny red light was fixed into it. “A sensor. The woman who took me to the bathroom earlier told me if I make a move toward you, they’ll know.”
“What else did she say?”
“Just that she’s going to fix me up before putting me up at the market.” Khalda’s face fell. “She said it like she was doing me a favor.”
He wondered if she knew “fix” meant that Khalda was going to be surgically embedded with an item code so that she could be sold at the market. That it would mark her forever as purchasable.
He had to get them out of here. “In how much time? The fixing?”
“I don’t know. But it must be soon. They changed my ties so I don’t walk funny.” Khalda held up her hands. “I’m supposed to look like I can work hard. In case I don’t sell at the bride market.” She said the last part with obvious disgust.
Nayf glanced up at the window, at the bit of blue sky it offered, and whistled. He’d been doing it on and off since they’d gotten into the room last night but to no avail.
Absr had lost track of them. Which wasn’t a surprise. Though rooks were intelligent birds, you could only train one so much from a prison cell—traveling great distances to follow Nayf wasn’t in Absr’s sizeable repertoire of skills.
“I did hear one of them say they had to wait on an ALIGN appeal to the public. Is it for your bounty to increase?”
“Maybe. Though the Tangled Servant said this Kingsnake group doesn’t do bounty hunting. Just contracts for criminals, for the palace. Maybe even Upper Earth.”
“Why do you need your grandmother’s records?” Khalda’s face was in full view now, and Nayf realized that she was even more transparent than he’d thought before. Her current confusion rose to the surface, but it was one hugely tinged with sadness.
He wondered if her grief was the same as those intense emotions that used to creep up on him—ones he’d shoved aside so much to survive that now he couldn’t find them even if he actively looked deep within. Actually, that wasn’t the truth of it; sometimes the sadness would still unexpectedly pierce through and let itself be known.
Then darkness would blanket him in such a way that he couldn’t see the path forward.
The only thing that abated it, that made him uncurl from the depression he’d succumb to during those times, was the possibility of reuniting with Nada. With his sister close by, the only one who’d gone through what he’d gone through, he could feel some sort of security again, some type of calm.
The future possibility of serenity, even?
Khalda’s searching eyes reminded Nayf that he hadn’t answered her yet. “We need evidence she recorded an agreement.”
“What agreement?”
He looked away to avoid responding, unsure of how much she could know, concentrating on the stairs at the end of the wall she was against, stairs they had to somehow get to—and up—to escape.
Hopefully.
No, it is a must. They had to escape. Find the record. Reunite with Nada. Hole away somewhere until the Ahraar disrupted Salwe’s plans and took control of Lower Earth away from ALIGN. “How is it that you kept up with collecting records? Leaving your home only at night?”
“I didn’t. I never went out to collect any on my own ever.” Khalda shook her head. “And no one came to me to record any as they had with my parents, except the Tangled Servant. He told me people had given up on the idea of seeking record-keepers. First it was because they were scared, and then, he thinks, it’s because more are getting used to the idea of a better life under the Enlightenment.”
“But I found you burying records.”
“Those were the ones from before. The ones my family had collected and stored, traveling miles and miles to do so. And the ones my mother wrote on behalf of those who couldn’t write their own.” She dropped her head, and after a moment’s pause, Nayf saw her shoulders begin gently shaking, then shuddering.
He let her cry in peace. He only knew what Jansu had told him, that her family had been killed, that when the revolutionaries had come to check on the house, they’d found evidence of someone still living there and realized it was a child. The Ahraar had kept tabs on her, had even provided covert security on a few occasions, but left her alone, knowing she’d be useful when the time came. She’ll lead us to everything.
He let her cry without inquiring into it because he knew her pain. She was like him and Nada, without a protector. Orphans, but useful ones—easily utilized in other people’s plans.
She was even part of his plan.
Suddenly, it struck him that, unlike Khalda, he and Nada did have a few people who had their backs. The Ahraar as a group wanted to make sure they survived, that they were safe, and while it was ultimately for their mission to wrench Lower Earth out of ALIGN’s hold, there was still a warmth toward the twins due to the revolutionaries’ loyalty to Nene Nushba.
And of course there was Musaid, their childhood friend. Nayf knew without a doubt that, though they viewed the world differently, Musaid loved Nada and would do anything to make sure she was safe.
No one had Khalda’s back, except the Tangled Servant, who kept saying he himself was close to death.
If Khalda died after pointing the way to Nene Nushba’s record, it would not be a big loss to anyone’s heart.
He glanced at her, slumped forward, face buried in her curled fingers resting on top of knees drawn tight to her. She has survived on her own for eight years.
She drew in a deep breath and suddenly looked up at him, eyes red. “Is it because of the Enlightenment that you need to find the record?”
Without thinking twice, saddened by her grief, he nodded, giving in to opening up. “Yes. It could be the only way to stop it.”
“Do you—” She paused. “Do you know if the scalplink is actually reversible? The Ahraar talk about the Restoration like it’s a guarantee. My mother said it was going to be the true moment of freedom. But—” She stopped again and swallowed. “But the Ahraar haven’t been able to disrupt the advancement of the Enlightenment, like the Tangled Servant thought they would from the inside. So I don’t know if I believe the possibility of restoration, like they say. No one on the Bridge has been restored. Their links are irreversible.”
He shifted, wondering if he was more uncomfortable due to being tied up on the floor or due to his reluctance to talk about this. He had heard that scalplinks on the Bridge were different from the ones Upper Earth boasted their citizens proudly wore, but he wasn’t sure what that meant exactly.
But he wouldn’t put it past Upper Earth to clamp down on Lower Earth more than on any of the other realms. There was more at stake—they needed a strong system in place below to ensure their longevity up there.
They needed to exploit all that remained of Earth, whether it was people or resources, for their survival.
Their right to uphold their privileges took precedence—at whatever cost.
The first revolution on the Bridge had collapsed, initially due to its failure to launch, like the failed strikes of hundreds of wet matches, unable to produce even a spark, though the resisters had tried their hardest.
Then the revolution was smothered almost completely due to the violence from Upper Earth—the relentless bombardment and on-the-ground propaganda, the killings of key Ahraar “brutes.”
Nayf had read some accounts that had horrified him more than the horror novels in the palace library.
Upper Earth was ruthless; they never saw the human life below them, outside of their privileged circles, as worth any weight.
On top of forcefully knitting the Bridge populace into ALIGN’s system, the first revolution had only resulted in widespread deaths and displacement.
It was said that hundreds of bodies were dropped into the ocean that surrounded the Bridge, their deaths celebrated as a win in the War on Brutality.
This was why Nayf needed to find the treaty. It would prevent the massacre to come should there be a revolt on Lower Earth in advance of the Enlightenment.
Or worse, if Salwe fought back using violence.
These thoughts tumbled in Nayf’s head, preoccupying him, until he suddenly woke to the realization that Khalda had continued speaking in her low, almost-monotone voice.
Maybe someone who’d lived mostly on her own for too many years spoke like that.
He tuned in to her now.
“Because then all this record-keeping is for nothing. No one will be able to be unknitted in order to be given back their records.” She looked at her hands tied in her lap and shook her head. “The Tangled Servant dislikes me asking these questions. He says they don’t lead to anything productive. He says it firmly, like he wants me to stop probing. He really believes in the necessity of keeping records. But it feels more like it’s for principle than for utility.”
“Maybe that’s why he’s been such a help to me as I try to find my grandmother’s records. It proves they’re needed. Because she was extremely diligent about keeping them, and now, at this moment in time, they’ve proven useful. They contain information that will help us.”
“Did he know your grandmother?”
“He was her closest advisor.” Nayf didn’t add the secret his grandmother had told only him and a few Ahraar, because to let it out publicly would have interfered with her duties: that she had married the holy man Murrabi Hasuf a year before her death.
That’s why he’d become a recluse after she’d passed. That’s why he’d called himself the Tangled Servant. Why he’d stopped spreading his messages of hope with the people, as he had in the years before as Nene Nushba’s advisor:
What is coming after is better for you.
In our past, we find our future.
The seeds of our upliftment are scattered in the chaos.
Salvation is coming.
But Nayf knew from the men he’d met in prison that though the Tangled Servant had disappeared from their midst, the people of Lower Earth had kept Murrabi Hasuf alive in their hearts and minds, sharing his teachings and easy-to-remember sayings. Concise and heart lightening.
Mind filling. Sheltering. Loving. Words that flooded hope into desperate souls, such a gentle flood that made the whole world make sense. All the pain, the suffering, the living through these times—it all made perfect sense, because it was fuel for the better to come.
Every drop of a word people remembered the Tangled Servant speaking, collected in consciousnesses throughout the land, they shared generously with each other. He was loved by everyone. Even the palace had let his words stay and spread, believing they settled the people.
Until the people begin speaking of a Fledgling who would arise, showing the way to a free world based on those spiritual teachings.
Until the people began talking about change again.
Then Murrabi Hasuf was banned.
And he went into hiding for real this time, not only from his preaching.
Nayf whistled again, now more as a distraction from his thoughts than anything else.
“If I hear you do that one more time, you’ll get a knocking.” Someone stuck their head into the door above the stairs and boomed.
Nayf did it again, louder this time. If Absr was anywhere in vicinity of the window, it had to hear that trill.
Steps descended the stairs.
Yes, that’s what he needed. Some bigger distraction than thinking of the futility of stopping Upper Earth.
He needed some possibility of forward momentum.
A man, large and lumbering, stepped off the last tread. He had hastily wound a scarf over his head and face, and it lopsidedly revealed a series of deep lines on a tanned forehead above his scalplink. “I’ve got ways to make you stop.”
He tripped the sensor, and its light started blinking immediately, emitting a low hum. “Weck!”
Nayf laughed as the man fumbled while activating his scalplink, unraveling his scarf further. His face lay bare. It was an ugly one, indicating a quick-to-anger meanness, heavy lines furrowed into his face.
“Reset the sensor. It’s me, Ale, 40678. The prince needs a reminder, and I’m here to give it.” He looked up triumphantly at Nayf, his fist clenched, before speaking again to the scalplink. “Yeah, it’ll be markless. Hidden marks, I mean.”
He laughed, and Nayf joined him in laughter.
He needed to taunt the man enough to get him close.
Nayf sat up straighter, flattening his back into the wall, bending his bound legs. He ignored the man’s fist rocking as he moved toward Nayf, ignored that the lout had his gaze aimed at his privates.
The second the man bent to hold him down, Nayf shot his only weapon with the force he’d practiced in his Blackwater cell over and over. His bound feet, clad in boots, kicked the man in his stomach with a power that sent him toppling.
Nayf scrambled to his feet and hopped over and flung himself on top of his captor. He lifted his head and drove it onto the man’s nose. A groan escaped the man as he tried to clutch Nayf’s head, but Nayf drew it away and again rammed his head at the same target.
Then he scrambled to sit back down, and once on the floor again, he lifted his bound feet and lowered them hard on the man’s stomach in the same spot he’d kicked him. After a whimper, the man lay motionless.
Nayf stood up and looked at Khalda. “Now release me.”
Khalda’s face was aghast. Mouth hanging open, she shook her head. “What if he gets back up?”
“We don’t have time. You’re headed to hell. Whatever happens here, even if that man gets up and hurts us, or if they tie our ties tighter, throw us in a dungeon, all that will be better than what happens if we don’t escape.”
She stared at him, uncomprehending.
“I know of the men who buy women at the bride market. They’re devils, and they’re going to torture you.” Nayf wondered how much he should reveal. He didn’t want to scare her even more, but she needed to move. “Anyone who buys a woman or child from those markets is a sadist. Now cut this tie on me. It can be a chance for us to make a run for it.”
“But the sensors.” She was now standing, and that flooded him with hope.
“Once you get that metal out, I’ll push him over to your side, and it’ll trip the sensor again. Just move fast after we cross over to activate his scalplink. I’ll take care of the rest.” He looked at her. “I promise you.”
She looked at the sensor and then at Nayf again, unsure.
Nayf spoke firmly. “We’ll be safe from the sensor on your side. I’ll be there, too, and we can work together to free ourselves.”
She nodded and, with a sudden burst of vigor, moved toward the crate. After a few minutes of tugging and sawing back and forth, in turns, she had the edging in her hand.
She held it up triumphantly to Nayf, revealing the jagged side that looked like metal teeth. He smiled encouragingly. “Ready?”
She nodded again, determination setting into her eyes, shoulders tense but one hand holding her new tool steady like a knife above a cutting board.
Nayf got on the floor and, using his head once more, pushed the man with all his strength and then moved after him. Khalda bent down and let her makeshift knife drop before moving her bound hands to the man’s head. She pressed the left side of his scalplink and looked up at Nayf, panic entering her face once more as the sensor emitted a hum again, its red light blinking.
“Weck, I did it again. Reset. Ale, 40678, leaving the prince after his reminder. Coming up now.” Upon finishing his impeccable mimicry of Ale’s voice, spoken close to his scalplink, Nayf watched Khalda’s eyes grow wide in astonishment.
He turned and held his hands back toward her.
She sawed for what seemed like hours when it was only minutes. “Nothing’s happening. It’s some kind of material that looks like a fabric tie but isn’t. It’s not even making a dent.”
“Use more force,” Nayf said, masking the desperation in his voice with the terse directive. He needed to take control—but in a way Khalda would be on board. “What about if you hold the edging steady and I move my hands back and forth?”
“I don’t know if it will work. This thing is useless.” Now the desperation was in her voice too.
“Can you at least keep it steady?”
Nayf couldn’t tell if she’d agreed, but he still moved his hand up and down until he could feel that the tie was now cutting into his right hand with the friction.
“See, it’s not working. And you’re bleeding.” She sounded extremely discouraged.
Nayf remained turned away from her, his eyes roaming the place. There has to be something.
Khalda spoke. “The dehydrator. We had one at home. Maybe…” Her voice drifted off.
Nayf swiveled on the floor and watched as she made her way to a large machine in the corner. It had a glass door through which trays could be seen stacked like shelves.
She looked at Nayf. “If we could get it to spark, maybe it will burn the tie?”
“How does it work?”
“Like an oven. But extremely low heat.” She peered at the knobs and then turned each to maximum. An unnaturally loud thrum sounded. “Actually, this one is a crisper, too, and it goes up to three hundred.”
“Grab a strip of wood off that crate. If we get it to light, we can test it.” He got up on his feet and hopped over, making sure not to cross into the sensor’s path.
Khalda fitted her fingers at the edge of a wooden slat and pulled. After a few yanks and tugs, a piece splintered off, pointy on one end. She moved quickly, opening the dehydrator door and wedging the splinter of wood the entire way in, as close as she could get it to the coils that lined the back of the machine. The thrum grew louder.
They both watched expectantly, waiting, hoping, praying for a spark. There wasn’t a certainty it would work, but they felt like their only hope lay inside the simple machine.



Behind them, the chief of their captors had already stepped off the staircase and deactivated the wall sensor so he could move as soundlessly as possible toward them, a knife in his hands.
As he stepped over Ale’s body, he grimaced, anger flaring in his eyes.















11th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
KHALDA OF LOWER EARTH:
RECORD OF THE LAST RECORD-KEEPER
When the dehydrator suddenly died, sucking its stupendous noise with it, Khalda heard the squeak behind them before Nayf did. The sound of rubber-soled boots on the cement floor, amplified now in the sudden silence.
She turned first, and the way her eyes grew made Nayf whip his head around.
The leader of their captors, the one who’d commanded the other men when they’d been captured, stood there with a knife in his hands. In the afternoon light coming in from the window near the stairs, they finally saw his face: narrow, almost gaunt, with deep-set eyes flanking a strong nose.
It was his mouth that instantly drew both their gazes; its thin lips were turned up in a smile. “You couldn’t sit still. You had to mess things up. But the good thing is, I can make messes too. Terrible ones.” He pointed the knife at Nayf. “Move away from her. You, I’ll stun and preserve until they’re ready for you. Her, I’ll mark up. She isn’t going to any bride market now.”
Khalda took a step back, bumping into Nayf behind her. He moved aside to make space but remained nearby.
The man turned to a stack of crates. “You think I’m going to cut you?” He flashed Khalda another smile before moving crates off the pile one by one. He stopped at one lower down and lifted it to the surface of a barrel, before sliding the knife back and forth along the ropes holding its lid shut. When the tension released, he flipped it open and took out a jug of liquid. It sloshed. “Cutting is too easy. Doesn’t work well. In the market, we like to know which women don’t behave. We want to know just by looking at their faces.”
He fit the tip of the knife in the rim of the jug cap and slowly rotated it along the edge, separating the ring that held the lid tight. “Prince, if you don’t move, that pretty face of yours will be burned too. And that won’t make either of us happy.”
A whimper escaped Khalda, and she slammed herself so hard into the dehydrator behind her that it started humming again.
She wanted the floor beneath her feet to open up and welcome her into its cool, dark safety.
Home. She wanted to be home, all alone.



She’d seen women with scarred faces on the motley caravans that passed the smaller villages her family sometimes traveled to to collect records. More than the condition of their faces, rutted and craggy, she’d been struck by their deeply sorrowful looks.
It was like they bore the weight of the sadness of the world, their eyes—if they weren’t shut tight by their conditions—full of unshed pain, their hands often palm up on their laps as though they were surrendering their entire lives.
They were always together in groups, usually with a man or a couple of men driving their cart.
Once, she asked her mother where they were going with the men. And her mother shook her head in a way that caused Khalda to stop asking.
Soon after, though, when her mother had gone to milk their goats, her father explained the terrible epidemic of “marking” women by throwing burning liquids on their faces, a punishment meted out to those who didn’t follow Amir Gauis’s palace decrees.
Guards lined up women sentenced for misbehavior and flung acid on their faces, while those on probation watched.
The screams as the searing liquids ate away their expressions were enough of a warning to others: Do not shirk what is expected of you.
It soon caught on in the villages, the idea that humiliating women by scarring them forever was an apt method for dealing with “rule-breakers” for good.
“Why is it only women?” young Khalda asked. “What about the boys who break rules?”
“They think girls care about their faces more. That women should be valued only for how they look.” Her father lifted up the curtain edge and looked through the window to make sure her mother was still in the barn before continuing. “This is why we work so hard. The palace rules are not our rules. They are not meant to be followed. Our ways are in the records.”
Khalda nodded, but she didn’t understand.
She only understood that being a woman was something to add to the list of terrible things on Lower Earth.






“Please,” Khalda spoke, but she didn’t know what to ask this man with such a cruel smile, now humming as he unscrewed the cap. “Please.”
He paid no attention to her, as though she’d ceased to exist.
She couldn’t go on appealing to him. His calm, content demeanor while preparing to do such a ghastly deed made him an impenetrable boulder.
And if somehow he did hear her pleas, he’d probably work faster, maybe laugh longer at her pain.
She lifted her bound hands to her face and was suddenly hit with the bitter, piercing realization of why the scarred women in the caravans sat with their palms up.
Why it was such a terribly common thing.
Like her, they’d tried to shield their faces from the impending attack, and the back of their hands bore the first burn of the liquids flung their way.
And so they sat, pain upon pain, hiding their telling scars in their laps.
Without restraint now, hiding behind her hands, Khalda whimpered—in part due to sorrow for the women who’d suffered before her, and in part due to the engulfing suffering to come for herself.
She was shoved back so roughly that her arms wedged in the space in front of her and she couldn’t move her hands away from her face to see what was happening.
“Go ahead.” Nayf’s voice.
“Get out of the way.”
“I’ll still be worth the bounty. It’s not my face they want.”
Khalda tried to move, but Nayf had situated himself in a way that boxed her in, between the wall on one side, the dehydrator behind her, a stack of boxes on the other side, and then him.
And then him…throwing out a challenge for acid to be flung in his face.
“I’ll burn other parts of you if you want.” The liquid sloshed. “You know that face is what they’ll pay for. Otherwise, don’t worry, prince, you’d be as quickly burned along with the girl you’re protecting.”
“Get it done with,” Nayf ordered. “I’m not moving.”
Khalda tried to pull her hands to the side. She couldn’t let this happen.
Nayf couldn’t get burned.
“Let me go,” she whispered, her tone urgent, pleading. “You don’t need to do this. Please.”
“Let’s give both of you a share, how about that? We’ll start at your feet, a bit of toes?” The liquid sloshed—dangerously loud now—as the man lifted and tipped the jug.
In the space between her spread-apart fingers and the side of Nayf’s head, she saw the man’s smile freeze as he pulled the jug back to fling—
He fell, the liquid pouring from the jug that had slipped from his hands.
Nayf yelled, “Move!” as the acid spread on the floor toward them, and Khalda, her ankles unbound, pulled him with her to the other side of the room.
He hobbled behind her until they were at a safe distance.
They watched as the acid ate its way through things in its path, including the man’s pants and the flesh of his legs.
Nayf suddenly leaned back and dropped onto the floor, holding his legs above the jug, its liquid still dribbling out.
He lowered his legs carefully until the ankle ties were situated above the jug spout.
Then he quickly dipped them into the liquid and just as quickly lifted them.
The outermost part of the ties began disintegrating, but the acid stopped spreading before it burnt completely through them.
Khalda kneeled and leaned her bound hands forward until her ties touched the spout too. As soon as they began dissolving, she pulled apart her hands and the ties snapped off.
She bent and pulled Nayf’s ankle bonds until they fell apart too.
He slid his bound arms from the back to the front, threading his free legs through them, and dissolved his own hand ties.
They both stood up as the dehydrator sparked once, then twice, as the wooden splinter they’d wedged in earlier caught fire.
Only then, right before they ran to the stairs, did they notice the tiny nib sticking out of their captor’s neck.
“It’s his hunting dart,” Khalda whispered. “It’s him. I know it!”
Nayf appeared surprised at her sudden excitement and shot her a questioning look.
“The Tangled Servant,” Khalda said, pointing. “The best blowgun shot.”
Staring through the bars of the high window was the Tangled Servant, his blowgun still in his hands but lowered.
Khalda and Nayf scrambled up the stairs, unsure of who or what remained of their captors, whether people or sensors or security alarms or locks.
They were only certain of the fire sparking below.
And knowing that the Tangled Servant was waiting outside the building produced enough adrenaline to power them and, for Khalda, provided the outrageous hope necessary to believe she could take whatever came her way.
She would make sure Nayf found his grandmother’s record.
With this new injection of hope, Khalda was in on his quest, and she wasn’t going to think about the possibility of futility. As the Tangled Servant had taught her, What is coming after is better for you.
As her father had told her, Our ways are in the records.
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NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
RECORD-KEEPERS AND A RECORD REMNANT
“Unbelievable.” Nayf drew himself away from the terrainoscope fitted into a crevice in the cave wall. He’d seen the back entrance to the Grand Market, miles away, as though the Tangled Servant had a rudimentary surveillance camera set up there. With the terrainoscope angled properly, the view was that clear, x-raying through the forest’s tree layers with its programmed lens. “Now I’m intrigued. What else have you got in this simple cave of yours?”
Squatting on the ground, stirring a pot simmering with tumbling herbs, dried roots, and dried mushrooms, the Tangled Servant laughed. “I am deeply honored by your curiosity—the first interest someone has shown in my—not cave—my fortress. My beloved fortress. Thank you.” He looked around as though with new eyes and then traced his gaze along the stone wall behind where Nayf had taken a seat. “Well, I can tell you about the trip system that allows me to know, by the nature of sounds various bits of gravel make trickling down the walls, how many intruders have breached what section of my abode.”
“An undetectable guarding mechanism. So you don’t even need sophisticated technology. Genius.” Nayf took in his surroundings with awe again, maybe the tenth time he’d done so since they’d arrived in the cave yesterday evening. On top of the curiosity, he was utterly fascinated. And a tiny bit envious.
The Tangled Servant had everything arranged so it was possible for someone to live here for years and years undetected, as he had. The bespoke stuffed cushions obviously sewn by hand to fit the contours of the walls; the layers of woven mats that provided a padded sleep surface in a more secluded part of the cave, behind a rock wall; and the clever use of several stone shelves to artfully store an array of utensils and tools. A sizeable collection of interesting knickknacks took a prime spot. Even a piece of art of sorts was framed and affixed to the wall with a rusted nail: a pale yellow beaded bracelet.
It was the sort of place Nayf had longed for since he’d realized the danger he and Nada were in as the only remaining family of Nene Nushba. Once he and his sister secured a home like this, he’d finally have everything he wanted for them: safety and freedom.
Maybe he could talk the Tangled Servant into helping him find another such cavern for himself.
Then, after he located the record he was seeking and reunited with Nada, he could slip away from everyone—both those pursuing him and the Ahraar—and make his way home. To his own fortress. Hidden from the world.
He was nudged out of his reverie by the Tangled Servant leaning over and holding out a squat glass cylinder. “Now for some technology. But not sophisticated. Powered amplifier. I attach it to a certain set of pipes that I dig up in the forest once in a while, and depending on where I place it, I can hear what is being discussed in the big tea shop in the market or the fancy clothing store or…one of several other places people—bristling to talk—gather in the Grand Market. Where these pipes run to. It’s a great way to gather news.”
“Where do you get all this equipment?” Nayf took the amplifier and turned it over. On the cylinder, a tiny disk was taped into place, a battery. This was very old. Ancient. Like the things he’d read about in the books at the prison library.
They were his favorite kind of books, because reading them was like reading about magic that had once existed.
“Ah, so that is the topic I wanted to bring up at some point. However, I wanted that point to be when Khalda woke up.” The Tangled Servant took the pot off the grill and dampened the fire.
Khalda.
She’d been effective and efficient from the moment she’d realized their rescuer was the Tangled Servant—as though his face had triggered a sense of purpose, one that had finally fired her up and transformed her from the previously restrained girl he’d met a couple of days ago. She had found the will to fight after seeing the old man. She had even thought of covering their tracks periodically as they fled through the forest, following the Tangled Servant, aware and afraid that the remaining team of their abductors could give chase at any moment.
I met Khalda a couple of days ago.
Which meant it had been six days since he had escaped from prison.
He didn’t have much more time, then. The Ahraar needed the vital record by lunar day thirteenth at the latest. It had to be presented to the Council of Guardians on the fourteenth, the last meeting before the scheduled Enlightenment.
That’s in two days.
“Can you tell me more about Khalda and her family?” Nayf accepted the bowl of soup the Tangled Servant offered. He needed to find out as much as he could about the record-keepers to piece together where his grandmother’s records could be.
“I knew her parents when they were young, when they began the work, when it was allowed to be done freely. Then, under the decade Amir Gauis ruled before your uncle Kadir took over, it became law that record-keepers had to be imprinted, as only verified ones were permitted to continue. Khalda’s family received imprints; the entire family was tattooed and coded into the system. But one day, when Amir Gauis resumed his rule, her father came to see me. He said he knew of other record-keepers with permits who’d been asked to turn over their records—for safekeeping, they’d been told. But it was a ruse to find and destroy the stories. After which the keepers themselves went missing. He was killed shortly after telling me this.” The Tangled Servant ladled some soup into another bowl and set it down. Steam misted his beard, and Nayf noticed how sad the old man’s eyes had become. Were they tearing up due to the wisps of hot air reaching out to his face, or was he grieving while telling Khalda’s story? “It took me six years to muster the courage to check out the little bit of activity I’d sometimes see when I turned that telescope in another direction. Toward Khalda’s home. The poor girl suffered years of survival on her own due to my cowardice.”
“But when you arrived, you were the kindest person I’d ever met, Tangled Servant.” Emerging from behind the stone wall where she’d been sleeping, hands finishing rebraiding her hair, Khalda spoke tenderly. She tucked the braid back into her hood, knelt on the ground beside the old man, and turned to Nayf. “He left little gifts of food and tools outside the house for weeks before he approached so that I wasn’t scared when he finally showed his face. When we did meet, I actually wasn’t afraid of him, because I’d remembered seeing him with my mother and father when I was little. And then he listened to everything I hadn’t told another soul, for hours and hours, for days in fact. He stored my nightmares and my dreams. He was, and is, my only family now.”
“My dear one, you are grateful for the least of gifts.” The Tangled Servant held out the bowl he’d ladled just as she arrived, and she accepted it. “I regret not living up to your father’s expectations of me earlier. I knew he sought me out that day to be a witness to the tragedy to come. And I turned away from it.” He wiped his eyes with the edge of his tunic. “I have much to make up for.”
“You gave me a vocation by teaching me to honor my father’s request to bury the remaining records. It was hard, but I needed that goal. And I was no longer the only one carrying the weight of knowing it hadn’t been done.” Khalda lifted the bowl to her lips and took a sip and then, lowering it, smiled at the Tangled Servant. “And you make good food.”
“She was mostly living on raw foraged seasonal foods, with meager winters, until I taught her how to dry and pickle and preserve.”
“And cook. You taught me to cook. With invisible fires.” Khalda smiled again, and Nayf was struck by how changed she was. The moving through the outdoors and physical activity had brought color back to her face, and in the sunlight streaming in from a gap above them in the “kitchen” of the cave, he could see the many freckles that dotted her nose and cheeks.
“Now she is a better cook than I am.”
“With your recipes.”
“That you tweaked with new pairings.”
“Which you pointed out to me in the forest. Pine needle spice with wild garlic!”
“But to add to potatoes?” The Tangled Servant kissed his fingers into the air. “Perfection!”
“Potatoes I couldn’t grow until you showed me how!”
Watching this volleying talk of theirs, Nayf let out a chuckle suddenly. “Is this how you talk about cooking when you meet each other? A train of compliments trying to supplant the other?”
The Tangled Servant joined in his laughter and then sobered. His voice was quiet when he next spoke. “No, our conversations are mostly me trying to convince Khalda to take up her family’s calling again.”
Khalda shook her head. “I can’t even bear to look at the unfinished scrolls in the house.”
“There are more there?” Nayf leaned forward. “When are those from?”
She looked down into her soup for a moment. “From the time my family was murdered, eight years ago. And some from even longer, from people who’d stopped telling their stories. The ones my parents were still writing, they left in storage along with collections of completed ones. The guards took the records that were out in the open, upstairs. The ones my brother was preparing for burial and the ones Mother and Father were prepping for him.”
Nayf wondered if the precious one he was looking for had been destroyed. He couldn’t imagine it was one of those in storage, still incomplete.
The years didn’t match up. The record he was looking for was completed and buried when he was nine.
Ten years ago.
“I don’t think it’s wise to head back to Khalda’s house for a while.” The Tangled Servant tipped his head back, thinking. “Jansu has gone to the main Ahraar hive. He wants us to come there, to gather some equipment, in case we have to go into hiding for a while. I also need batteries. To open a safe I stored things in and can’t access any longer.” He looked at Nayf. “You asked where I get my things. It’s from the genius that is the hive, a record of sorts…but not of words. Of things from the past. It’s a hub for those of us who look forward to recharging the world once we break away from ALIGN. If you both agree, we can leave now to see it, and meet up with Jansu. The journey to Ullula is a couple of hours, but using stealth routes, it will take a bit longer.”
Nodding, Khalda got to her feet.
Nayf joined her. “And what about the alert out for me? On top of Kingsnake, we’ll have palace guards on the lookout too.”
“I’m well stocked in that regard as well.” The Tangled Servant stood up using his walking stick.



While they put on some of the robes, vests, and head covers the Tangled Servant provided them to conceal themselves as a trio of perfume merchants—the old man had a wheelbarrow-sized cart with small vials of various scents he’d bottled over time—Nayf tried not to think about a rumor he’d heard in prison.
That the Tangled Servant had gone into hiding after Nene Nushba died not due to grief, but because he’d had something to hide.
Thinking—or trying not to think—of that rumor always caused Nayf to remember the glimpse of Nene Nushba’s records he’d seen as an eleven-year-old. He’d gone into her sitting room the day after the record-keepers—who he now knew were Khalda’s parents—had visited Nene Nushba. There had been a piece of a scroll in the fireplace that hadn’t completely burned, and his heart had galloped thinking he would be able to finally see what Nene Nushba told the keepers.
Nayf had not believed it to be spying, because, by then, he’d learned the records were meant to be read by others. They were to provide information and set things straight, even if there were competing versions, because the versions were by the people who’d experienced the same events and not from outside forces who manipulated truth to suit their aims.
Ngwale, who had been one of his guards at the palace, long before he’d helped him escape Blackwater Prison, had told him this.
Ngwale, gone from the world now, always answered Nayf’s questions as though he wasn’t a child but an adult, worthy of gaining knowledge.
On that morning long ago, Nayf picked up the scroll remnant from the ashes in the fireplace, blew off the blackened dust, and took it to the window to read what remained of Nene Nushba’s thoughts last night.
It was the beginning of a record, a draft one:
THE RECORDS OF NUSHBA CHEMALK, AN AMIRA THROUGH MARRIAGE INTO THE VERG FAMILY, AERD

THIRD WEEK OF FIRST SPRING, THE YEAR OF STRAITENING, AS TOLD TO ABDU

IN THE NAME OF THE MERCIFUL ONE, WHOSE WATCH I TOIL UNDER

The week began with a shock, a terrible one. Now that I won’t talk to them any longer, Hasuf had gone to Upper Earth on my behalf to negotiate the reversal of several mining embargoes on Lower Earth that are set to expire next week. I continue to get requests from Lower Earth companies seeking intervention on their behalf to resume their own mining ventures to support local industrial projects, but Aeon persists in stalling on answering these requests. I suspect the Upper Earth responses will be the same as in recent years: “Energy extraction projects sustaining the Bridge’s factories take precedence. Too many mining projects will result in more landscape instability. The store of nonrenewable resources has been found to be shorter than expected and must be managed to ensure no loss to Upper Earth investments.”

The shock, however, doesn’t have to do with economic matters. It’s more personal. And political (though when I think about it, that is an economic matter as well).

I’ve been trying to make sense of it by rereading “The Cave,” a tract preserved by my clan, which I have memorized. “The Cave” speaks of not jumping to conclusions. That there is more than what we see in front of us. More than what we find in loved ones’ pockets.

Like what I found in the pocket of Hasuf’s clothes before I sent them to be laundered. It seems he had gone to Upper Earth just the week before.

The record had ended there.
As Nayf accepted the markings the Tangled Servant was adding to his face to designate him as a perfume merchant, markings that wouldn’t work under any scanner but on first sight from a passing guard would look like an imprint tattoo, he tried not to hold himself too taut.
He was starting to tense up again, wondering when he would be able to finally read Nene Nushba’s full records; by finding Khalda, he’d come so close, only to be thrust off the task.
They emerged from the cave, Nayf pushing the perfume cart, Khalda with a bag of provisions slung across her chest, walking beside the Tangled Servant and his walking stick.
Nayf tried to force away the dark that often descended when he realized he was moving away from a particular goal he had. That wasn’t his method—to give up on something. He was dogged, determined; he saw things through.
He had to come back to Nene Nushba’s records. They held truths that could right the world. And secrets too.
For now, he’d have to focus on the new path ahead.
As though a herald that this was the right course of action, Absr flew down and settled on the far edge of the wheelbarrow, bobbing his head as though saying hello. Nayf smiled and picked up his pace—he had a bit of catching up to do with his beautiful, dark friend.







EYAS, A CHILD OF UNDERGROUND:
A RECORD OF A PURCHASE AND A THEFT, EXCERPT TWO
I never left the Bird Shop. Only my eyes did, when I pressed my face to the window and turned my head both ways so I could see as much of the Grand Market as I wanted. I would wonder what the stone ground felt like under my feet. What the sweet bread across the street tasted like.
Once, I had a nightmare that the birds in the shop became so big they broke their cages and broke the Bird Shop Man’s house. When they flew away, they didn’t take me with them, and it became a nightmare in a nightmare because the Bird Shop Man found all the broken cages around me.
In that nightmare he used the neck ring on me again.
When I woke up, I couldn’t move my neck and my arms. Like all the times he really used the neck ring on me.
The neck ring is stuck on the floor, and it keeps me on the floor so he can hurt me in the down-part. The only up-part of me that moves are my eyes. I only move them to look at the ceiling. I don’t cry, in case the Bird Shop Man hurts me more.
I can also think in those times. I think of questions I can’t speak. If the birds break their cages, will they take me with them?
—recorded with help from the keeper of the second revolution



Part Six

















12th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
MONSTERS AND FLEDGLINGS
My life now consists of constantly waking from nightmares—they’re not in my head, though, but in the world I live in.
This time, I’m inside an air carrier, strapped into a seat reclined so much that I’m flat on my back, staring at the white ceiling. As I move my hand to reach for the seat controls, waves of pain attack the back of my arm.
I bring my hand to the site of pain and suddenly remember: Someone injected me.
Pax.
The memory of yesterday morning plays out in my brain: Pax sneaking up on our camp, pulling me out of the dreamless sleep I’d finally succumbed to nestled in the space under the logs, threatening Nada with a gun. Then falling asleep and waking up sporadically to changing vehicles, changing day into night, then into day again.
Pax’s words—they come flooding back to me. About delivering me to someone important.
Who?
I still my hand at the side of my seat, where it had been reaching for the recline button.
I have to think things through, have to decide on actions that will lead me where I want to be led.
Even though I’m not completely sure where that is, I know it’s not where this woman Pax wants to take me.
She obviously works for someone who wants me for a nefarious reason.
No one will love you for you. I close my eyes as Papa’s voice enters unbidden, as though we’re still connected. His words are ingrained in me. They’ll love you for your wealth, for your power, for being my daughter. Be ready, rest assured, be content with that knowledge, and you’ll be strategically two steps ahead of everyone.
I’m unprepared for how much these words hurt now. They wring my heart.
Because they are so true, even if I shut my eyes against them.
Everyone around me has a use for me.
I refuse to think Papa has one, too, like Nada was trying to insinuate.
Instead, I’ll listen to his counsel now: Think strategically ahead.
My scalplink always provided me with the best strategic course when asked. Maybe if I seek out the question, my mind will provide an answer based on its prior programming of a decade.
What to do when in the hands of a monster? I ask my unknitted self.
The answer arrives faster than my father’s voice, scaring me with both its speed and its harsh raspiness in my consciousness: Turn into a bigger monster.
I press the seat control and sit upright as quickly as it will allow me to.
No. I don’t want more monsters in the world. I’m just as stunned at how swift my response is. At how instinctual it is.
I come face-to-face with Nada strapped in the seat across from me, the ring Pax held out this morning now around her neck.
Pax is not in the passenger cabin with us.
“Where is she?” I whisper quickly.
“With the pilot. They’re changing the flight plan upon orders from someone Pax speaks so reverently to.” While Nada stays unmoving, her whispers become urgent. “I can’t do much. She uses this neck ring to give me shots of pain so I stay in line. And there are cameras everywhere, so we can’t let them see we’re talking. Don’t look at me; don’t lean forward. The pilot, say you want to meet her. When we entered the carrier, she was ecstatic that she was transporting you. She kept calling you the Fledgling. Communicate your fear of Pax, ask her to safely land the carrier. We’re passing Ullula soon. The rebel hive is there.”
I gaze out the window as though I’m taking a leisurely ride on the air carrier. “The hive?”
“Safety.” Nada’s voice takes on a weary tone. “She’s hurt me so much that I don’t know that I can be of help to you anymore. But we need help. From the hive. And you need to make it happen, Raisa.” Now her tone is fearful. “I think if we end up where Pax is taking us, we won’t ever escape.”
There’s something she’s not telling me.
“Is it Lein? Is she taking me to Lein?”
“Not only him.”
“Who else?” I frown and then quickly relax for the camera.
“The pilot was excited she was the one delivering you to safety from your kidnapping. She cried with relief upon seeing you. She’s excited she gets to…”
I turn because she doesn’t speak anymore. She looks stricken.
I turn back to the window and ask, “What is it?”
“We’re on our way to deliver you to your speech to the people of Lower Earth. There’s apparently a huge crowd camped out at the palace gates waiting for you to arrive, for you to be saved. ALIGN is behind your air carrier downing, Raisa. Pax, Kingsnake, they all work for them, ALIGN and the palace. They wanted the Fledgling to arise and welcome the people after being saved from a kidnapping attributed to the brutes, to deliver Lower Earth to the new order.”
I hear the unspoken words.
Your father was behind this too.
Your father doesn’t love you for you.
He was preparing you all along for this truth, by telling you no one will.















12th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
PERFORMANCES
I sneeze. Sneeze again. And then again, making sure the third time is in an agitated state.
Pax emerges from the cockpit with the carrier pilot, a middle-aged woman wearing a gray uniform with a matching head wrap. Her eyes are round with concern. “Are you hurt, dear one?”
I nod. “Allergies. Severe allergies.”
Nada had me check the cabin on my way to the toilets, as she’d seen traces of fur on the pilot’s uniform. “Only my eyes can help you now. I’m sure she keeps a pet in the cabin,” she said.
Sure enough, there had been a cat there. Not only one, but four. And a covered birdcage hanging high above them.
Once she heard that bit of information, Nada’s brain got to work, contriving a plan for me to get away from the passenger cabin and get an audience with the pilot. “We have to use our wits to get through this.”
“Because I don’t know how to fight,” I’d said, looking out the window on my way back to my seat from the toilet, still conscious of the cameras trained on us. “Is that why?”
“You don’t. But you’ll learn. Not from me, though, as I’m an instinctual, impulsive fighter who doesn’t win everything I try. You need a real trainer. Maybe my brother. He learned from books. In prison. I heard he won every fight he took on there. He’d teach you the same.” She became quieter. “If we ever meet up with him some day, that is.”
Now, in sight of the pilot and Pax, I gaze around. “Is there dander somewhere here?” I sneeze four times in a row, each time growing in violence. “Animals? I’m allergic, severely. I can collapse.”
“I’m so sorry.” The pilot looks stricken.
“What do you mean, you’re sorry?” Pax turns to the pilot. “Do you have animals on board?”
The pilot raises her hands as though to protect herself. Her face is anguished, eyes wide. “I transport pets to Upper Earth, for those who want them from below.”
“You’re a pet smuggler?” Pax is incredulous, and I add a series of sneezes, rubbing my eyes and pinching my nose so they redden.
I suddenly get up as though woozy. “I need to get away. Now.” I fall forward onto Pax, who holds me up with surprising strength.
I’m not sure I can do the next part—pickpocketing—but I don’t have a choice.
Nada told me Pax had Nada’s communication device in her pocket. A small black square, the front covered in mesh. I drop my hand next to the old woman’s pocket, the right-side one Nada suspected held the square as it held her red scarf too.
After the first movement to get close, make a bigger movement to provide cover for the picking moment, Nada instructed. It will be a miracle if you can do it, because I practiced for months, but I believe in miracles.
I sneeze and push right into Pax, using my right shoulder to fling hard into her; her strength holding me up before taught me that I need to be tough with her.
As her head hits the wall behind her, I shove my hand in—not delicately, as though your fingers are feathers that turn strong only at the moment you meet the object you’re stealing, not at all like how Nada instructed. I shove my hand in forcefully and fumble in her pocket, pawing for the comm device.
The only thing I feel is the red cloth.
“What are you doing?” Pax grabs at my hand.
I pull out the cloth and bend my head to sneeze into it. “Sorry, I’m having an attack. I thought it was a tissue,” I sniffle, my voice muffled by the cloth I’ve buried my nose and mouth in.
The comm device is on the floor, by Pax’s feet, having fallen out with my “sleight of hand.”
I hear laughter behind me.
Nada is laughing at me?
I turn, incredulous.
She is, but she’s trying hard not to look at me. She’s acting like she’s laughing at Pax. “I’m sorry, this is too funny. You keep bungling your kidnapping of the Fledgling. First, you lose her; then you inject her with stunfluid to make her behave, but she becomes a dead weight you can’t carry on your own; then you act like you’ve rescued her in a carrier that will end up killing her due to allergies because the pilot likes to make a little extra money on the side.”
Nada suddenly stiffens, and then her eyes grow large, arms flailing.
Pax has a remote raised and is pressing buttons.
She’s torturing Nada.
I want to run to her, comfort her, but what she said to me to end all her instructions here in the carrier comes back to me, grounding me, allowing me to attempt to pull a real sleight of hand.
Nada said, This will be the hardest thing for you to learn, harder than pickpocketing or using the comm device or pretending that you have allergies, but it’s the most important one: You’ll have to let go of caring about my well-being so that you’ll be in safe hands. You have to forget about my safety, my health, maybe even my life. I’m not being selfless. I’m being pragmatic. We’ll both suffer if you don’t focus on getting us rescued. And then, if we don’t make it, a lot more people will suffer forever more.
Sneezing, I try to bend down for the comm device, to tuck it in my own pocket, but before I make it, Pax places her foot on top of it and grinds it into the floor with the heel of her boot. A cracking, crunching sound follows.
Then she presses the remote again. Nada screams, and I’m filled with terror as I see the anguish on her face.
I take a deep, shaky breath. “I need to get out of this passenger cabin. Without an inhaler to open my airwaves, I will die.”



I gain access to the cockpit, and Pax takes my seat in the passenger cabin.
The console camera monitors tell me that she sits across from Nada, torturing her; every time a smile flits on the old woman’s face, I see Nada jerk and slump.
“Please help us,” I whisper to the pilot. “That woman kidnapped me. She is pretending to deliver me to safety. She’s hurting my friend.”
“She told me you would say that. Because you’ve been brainwashed by your real kidnapper sitting out there.” The pilot shook her head. “Fledgling, I love you more than my own self. And I only want to deliver you to your home safely. The palace. Where your fiancé awaits. Your father too. We are halfway there.” She points at the screen showing the terrain over which we fly. A sandy-colored mountainous region is below us. Up ahead are more mountains, but these are forested, and then the town of Verg, the outskirts of which is labeled Verg Palace. My stomach contracts on reading my destination.
My gaze is drawn to a small dot in a sandy valley amid two mountains. Ullula, it’s labeled.
It’s coming up quickly.
Nada says that’s where the hive is, where there will be people to help us.
Revolutionaries, she said. The Ahraar.
Brutes, I called them before.
Now is the moment I decide whether I still believe that.
Another screen on the console lights up.






An Update for the General Public No. 4451:

Jubilant Crowds Gather at Rabaa Gate of Verg Palace to Welcome the Fledgling

From: ALIGN Council of Guardians

To: Residents of Lower Earth

The head of Verg Palace guards issued a statement to say he’s never seen anything like this, the growing crowds awaiting the return of Raisa Freelund, waves of people chanting, “Salvation is coming.”

In order to facilitate the safety of both the Fledgling and her thousands of well-wishers, Crown Prince Lein ordered the building of a platform near the gates from which she can see the outpouring of love. He confirmed that Raisa will address the crowds later today.

Through him, she sent an aura earlier reassuring Lower Earth that she is well, thanking them for their support.

It is expected that due to the burgeoning interest of Lower Earth citizens wishing to be knitted into the ALIGN system, Enlightenment Centers may be established earlier than planned. Long lines have already formed in several locations in Verg rumored to be sites for the centers. The Council of Guardians is still discussing the decision to shorten the wait time for Enlightenment, partly led by a Guardian forces investigation that found many criminal enterprises have sprung up selling scalplinks exactly like the Fledgling’s feathered version, that go beyond being mere accessories. These are being sold under the promise that they contain technology like the Fledgling’s link.

Injuries from burns and botched surgical implantations have been reported and are on the increase.

A reminder, to be knitted into the ALIGN system successfully, scalplinks must be issued at ALIGN-approved Enlightenment Centers. All approved procedures, personnel, and technology will have the ALIGN logo. Any misuse of the ALIGN logo will result in lengthy imprisonment.

No force will be considered exorbitant to deal with those who continually attempt to upend the peace of our universe.

A people aligned in the highest of human values—compassion, equality, freedom, innovation—will never be defeated by any force.


I look at the pilot. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”
“Naglaa Urabi.” She smiles and puts out her hand. “If it’s all right to shake your hand?”
I take it and keep it in mine. “Can you believe me when I say I never approved any of the messages you just read on your screen? I never sent any auras.” I grip her hand. “I’m not even allergic to anything. I faked it to get a chance to ask you to save my life.”
She stares at me. Shakes her head. “I’m contracted by the palace. There’s no way they want to harm you.”
“Then let the palace know after you’ve landed the carrier at Ullula. They can come get me from there.” I know this is risky, but it’s like this woman’s already scalplinked, and only such drastic reassurances may cut through.
“Ullula?” Her face pales. “No one will land a carrier in Ullula. There are no signals. It’s a centuries-old abandoned village, said to be haunted.”
I shake my head free of the doubts that rise inside on hearing that. “You won’t be in any trouble. I promise it. I’m the daughter of the chief guardian of ALIGN.”
“More important than that, you’re the Fledgling,” she says, her eyes lighting.
“I think the girl that sits out there is more the Fledgling than I am.” I sit up. “I never said anything the palace claims I did in auras. I haven’t recorded or spoken to anyone as though I’m the Fledgling.”
“Not this?” Naglaa presses her earlink. “From this morning.”
I look at an aura of myself, in a green dress made up of neat feathers, wearing a matching scalplink with similar green feathers, telling the people that I love them and am ready to come home now that I’ve been freed from my kidnappers, the brutes, who have been denying that I’m the Fledgling, who tried to hide me away so that my stature would die down among the people. “You kept me alive by growing in your love for me! I look forward to inviting you into the Enlightenment!” I end.
I let out a laugh. “This is unbelievable. I don’t even speak like that. This is to sway the people.” I turn to her. “To sway you. And it has worked.”
“How sad that you’ve been misled by the girl you’re with.” Naglaa clicks her earlink again. “People who don’t like you have been passing around auras of her claiming that she’s the Fledgling. And even you, being in her company, fell for it.”
Another aura plays, this time with Nada saving a boy’s life, at the risk to her own, after which she turns to the viewer and says, “Salvation is coming.” I decide not to tell Naglaa that I believe Nada did do such an extraordinarily kind act. That she is brave and just and kind.
I remember her patiently showing me how to open the hairbrush knife over and over—so that I could kill her if I wanted to feel safe.
So that I could make my own choice.
I can never imagine Pax doing such a thing, nor Lein.
Nor Papa.
And I realize, at the same time as I remember the hairbrush, that I have made my choice about the brutes.
For the sake of the truth, I need to overpower this woman with my mother’s knife and land the carrier.
I don’t know how to fight and I’ve never used a knife, but there’s no other way to escape the web of lies ALIGN has set to trap me in.
I will fight.



But I don’t get a chance to.















12th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF THE GRANDEST HIVE AND AN UNSEEN ONE
The cockpit door opened, but Nada couldn’t fully make out who stood there due to her eyes being swollen from repeated attacks by her own hands in attempts to stop the waves of pain that coursed through her entire body as Pax clicked away.
After the door opened, the only thing Nada felt was her neck ring being removed along with her seat straps, herself falling forward into someone’s embrace.
Raisa’s.
It was her hair that formed a cloud for Nada to rest her weary head into; it was her tears that fell onto Nada’s face; it was her arms that held her as Nada let herself ease into succumbing to the mental exhaustion of being incessantly hurt without pause.
There was another figure standing behind Raisa. She couldn’t see who it was.
But she saw that Pax had been stunned to sleep, the control still in her hand.
And she could feel another thing before she herself fell asleep: The carrier was landing.



When she woke up, she was lying on a bed in a strange, small capsule of a room that had faceted walls. The bed went from one wall to the other.
She sat up, relieved her neck wasn’t weighted by the ring any longer. She rubbed at the phantom heaviness she felt as though it still had the ability to hurt her. After a moment to clear her fears, she recalled Nene Nushba’s reminders about the ever-tightening hold of time. Time gallops us to our designated ends, so finish what you set out to do before the end finishes it for you.
Nada’s epitaph bloomed with beautiful penmanship in her mind so free from pain finally: She lived in search of truth. Her wish was to die on the path of justice, standing together with unseen ones.
She threw off the thin honeycomb-woven blanket spread on top of her.
Honeycomb. Hive.
The room she was in—it was like the cell of a honeycomb. Including the floor and the ceiling, it had six walls, capped at the ends with another wall and then an entrance drawn shut with honey-colored drapes.
Nada drew aside the drapes and saw Raisa sitting on the floor of the hall outside of the room, reading a thick stack of documents. The girl sprang up when she saw Nada. “How are you?”
“Everything is beautiful without the specter of torture.” She climbed out of the cell using rungs affixed to the outside of her room and, with eyes full of admiration, looked at Raisa. “Just how did you do it? Get us out of Pax’s hold?”
“Just when I was ready to fight for us, we flew into Ullula.” Raisa smiled, and Nada finally saw the real girl. She had an undeniable charisma, a genuineness that drew you in. She had a good heart she wasn’t afraid to show.
“And the hive brought us down?”
“Naglaa did.” Raisa knocked on the outside of another cell. “Let her tell you.”
Those drapes pulled aside, and Naglaa stuck her head out. “How are you, my dear one? I’m so sorry I had to sit there while you suffered on the carrier from that heinous woman.” She swung her legs out with some effort and climbed down tentatively. “These rungs are so bad for your knees. I’ve been telling Anton to at least add steps to some of them, for old people like me.”
“I didn’t know the hive was literally a hive.” Nada looked around at the wall lined with six rooms on either side, altogether twelve.
“Oh, wait until you see his obsession to make it exactly so. These are the rooms for temporary stays, but then there are the collections—those are on another level.” Naglaa pointed at the entrance to their wing of cell rooms. “Let’s go into the sitting area. I’ve made some tea, sage and honey.” She leaned over to whisper conspiratorially. “We’ve got lots of honey, of course. You’re not allowed to say the word sugar in front of Anton.”
Over tea in a room with hexagonal-shaped black tables and white chairs, Naglaa told them that she’d been waiting to reach the dead zone of Ullula to begin the rescue mission.
“The carrier was contracted by the palace, is rigged with listening devices in the cockpit, and was assigned three guards. The guards were supposed to kill Pax and then shuttle you two to the palace. As soon as they arrived, I jammed their links and entered a flight plan into them, then left them tied up in the hangar. Though I was told to by Salwe, I just couldn’t extinguish their lives. I can’t kill anyone! I can’t get angry enough to!” She shook her head and looked morosely into her tea, as though it was a big flaw of hers, her lack of murderous rage. “Our sources there say that you, Raisa, were going to be scalplinked immediately upon landing at the palace, in order to address the crowds under your father’s direction; and, Nada, you were going to be tortured to stand alongside her on that platform to disavow that you were the Fledgling. It was to be an attempt to bring the detractors, those who looked up to you and your grandmother, over to Raisa’s side.” Naglaa downed her tea in one gulp and poured herself more from the copper teapot, intricately patterned. She offered additional cups to Raisa and Nada, but they shook their heads, still working at sipping their hot teas tentatively. Naglaa was admirable in more ways than one, it seemed, handling her hot tea with such aplomb. “I’ve been shuttling pets for many, many years for Upper Earth and have contracts with the palace for when they want their pets brought up. Thus, they trusted me to ferry you two over, an innocent pilot in awe of the Fledgling.” She batted her eyelashes and then leaned over seriously. “I always purchase birds to release them in the air while on trips. It’s the only way to appease my conscience working for these people. Though they do take care of their pets well.”
“Since the beginning of time,” Nada said. “Nayf told me once that the privileged have always responded better to animals than people. Because animals are seen as not making choices, whereas people, even in poverty, in even the direst of conditions, are blamed for how they end up. When there was no way they’d chosen their conditions.”
“Spoken like a true Salwe disciple,” Naglaa proclaimed proudly.
Nada didn’t acknowledge this was so, remembering Nene Nushba’s teachings instead. None of us asked to be born into the circumstances of our lives.
“Salwe? Is that my mother’s new name?” Raisa looked from Naglaa to Nada and pointed at the document she’d been reading before, now on the table. “This guide to Upper Earth’s tactics mentions someone named Salwe as one of the main contributors to the study.”
Nada nodded. “She never told us her previous one.”
“Sumr.” Raisa spoke softly and shot Naglaa a grateful glance. “You work with her too?”
Naglaa swept her hands around the room. “She is the queen of this entire hive. Though she’s in exile, she leads the Ahraar. Let’s show you what we’ve built under her leadership. It’s full of records, but not in words. It stores records of the parts of our history ALIGN doesn’t consider civilization. There are things that are more recent, from right before the Great Catastrophe, and ancient artifacts from cultures Upper Earth doesn’t cherish. This hive is a museum.”
“Of engineering marvels,” someone finished.
Nada looked up at the voice coming in from the entrance of the room and stood up.
Not him again.
“Nada, I shouldn’t have yelled at you. But it did pain me that you didn’t recognize me,” Jansu said, raising his eyebrows. “Maybe it’s because everyone calls me Jansu now.”
“Anton named you that. After the famous apiarist,” Naglaa said, obviously not understanding the tension in the room. “Anton Janša. Anton and Jansu, working together as hive leaders.”
“My name is actually Shamil,” he said, waiting for the light of recognition to enter Nada’s eyes.
She tilted her head and considered him and then shook her head. “I don’t know you. Except as a man who is exceedingly rude.”
“Yes, I may be so. But there was a time you liked me, for always standing back when you needed your freedom. Me and Makhdoom.” He waited again. “Wow, I guess we really were like furniture then. At the palace.”
Nada lifted her hands to her mouth. “The guards! Mine?”
“Hand selected by Nene Nushba. As were Ngwale and Khattabi, Nayf’s guards. Though Khattabi went missing and Ngwale died, both after helping release your brother from prison.”
“May he be at peace upon his return to the One.” In the presence of her former guard, Nada immediately said what Nene Nushba had upon hearing of deaths. It came to her naturally. She felt like she was six years old again, trying her hardest to imitate her grandmother’s behavior while in public.
And then, when Nene Nushba wasn’t around, she’d succumb to her wild and free nature.
And Jansu—Shamil—let her do so, always.
That’s why he had called me “little girl,” not because he’s a raving woman-hater.
She couldn’t believe that she hadn’t paid attention to those who had guarded her for years. And she thought of herself as someone who saw the “unseen ones.”
“You joined the Ahraar after Nene Nushba passed,” she said, her voice kinder than back at the house in the forest.
“No, we were the Ahraar long before. She entrusted her grandchildren to our hands.”
“I, too, am sorry for yelling.”
He nodded at her but then turned with a steely gaze to Naglaa. “Now you should know why I’m here, Naglaa. Hand these two over to me, before he gets to them. I’ve already gotten Eyas.”







EYAS, A CHILD OF UNDERGROUND:
A RECORD OF A PURCHASE AND A THEFT, EXCERPT THREE
The Upper Earth people who buy the birds were the best part of working for the Bird Shop Man.
I loved seeing them. Sometimes the buyers gave me candy or small toys.
When Jansu opened the door to the shop that day and the bells rang, I thought he was a special buyer, and I got excited.
But he didn’t look like one, because he dressed like the other people in the market and not like the buyers who came in land carriers wearing smooth clothes and no coats.
Jansu had on lots of coats. They had rips and holes. He didn’t look special at all.
But Jansu said a special buyer had sent him. He needed a hunter from the birds the Bird Shop Man didn’t let me touch. The Bird Shop Man kept them upstairs where he slept.
The neck ring was up there, too, so I was happy I stayed downstairs, sleeping in the corner behind the counter. If I closed the counter door it was like I was hiding. Sometimes hiding worked when the Bird Shop Man came downstairs in the night looking for me. But it only worked when he was drunk.
As soon as the Bird Shop Man went to get the special bird for him, Jansu picked me up and hurt me more than I’d ever been hurt.
I would have screeched loudly if he had not taped my mouth first.
He burned the outside of my left eye so deep and ran outside with me under his arm.
I hated him so much that I hated him more than the Bird Shop Man.
Jansu took me to beehive mountain and gave me food and toys, and he gave me Boston, who talks in screens I can’t read. Jansu said we were hiding from the Bird Shop Man and his neck ring. He said that people were looking for me, so we had to stay here for a long time. He told me, “What is coming after is better for you.”
That was all when I was seven years old.
At beehive mountain, sometimes I missed the birds. There were none there.
I had no one to talk to.
And I still thought of questions I couldn’t speak.
—recorded with help from the keeper of second revolution




Part Seven
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KHALDA OF LOWER EARTH:
RECORD OF THE LAST RECORD-KEEPER
When they finally crested the rocky hill, a walled village of dust-colored mud homes revealed itself in the valley below. Very apparently empty of inhabitants, it had an air of thousands of years of neglect.
Some houses were simply decayed mounds under the hot sun.
The late-afternoon heat produced hazy streaks throughout the scene below and made it appear mirage-like.
The Tangled Servant swept his arms with flourish. “Ullula.”
“There’s no one here.” Nayf, silent on the three-hour trek to the site, finally spoke. He had to clear his throat to do so, having gone into a peaceful sort of lull that Khalda had walked in calm companionship with, the Tangled Servant in between them, sometimes sharing comments about their surroundings. Nayf’s bird flew above them.
“Correct. It’s an abandoned town. Known for centuries to be cursed, thus we can cautiously term it a ‘ghost town.’ ” The Tangled Servant leaned forward to place his chin atop folded hands resting on his walking stick, which, uncapped of its rubber bottom, also served as a blowgun.
Khalda noticed his fatigued positioning. “Should we rest for a bit before we travel down?” She didn’t express her confusion as to why they’d been led to this forsaken place.
A smile broke out on the Tangled Servant’s face as he looked at her. “You have such a wealth of observant kindness! The entire journey, you gave my elderly self water, cleared thorns out of my way, and periodically fished out some piece of dried fruit or bread from your bag to offer us nourishment. You are like your parents, looking after the world. Their way was through records. Your ways are different but the same.” He shook his head. “I’m fine, no need for a rest now, thank you for asking. It’s downhill from here.”
Khalda, blushing at his praise of her, followed the Tangled Servant as he began the descent, his walking stick leading the way.
He paused suddenly and turned back to Nayf. “Thank you, Nayf, for pushing the cart all this way. You can leave it behind now. They already know who we are, so we don’t need to be in disguise. They’ve seen us coming. This place is well watched by the hive.”
Nayf wedged the front wheel of the cart between two rocks and placed a heavy third one behind one of the rear wheels as a brake. Then he scrambled down the rocky terrain after the Tangled Servant and Khalda.
Once they reached the desolate collection of homes in the valley, the Tangled Servant picked up his pace. “Follow me. Move quickly. Do not linger and do not stare into the village.”
He drove his walking stick into the ground with a hard quickness that Khalda noticed he hadn’t shown even when he’d rescued Nayf and herself, when they’d feared being chased by the troupe of traffickers. Then he’d simply quickened to a speed walk.
Now his sandaled feet moved through the hardened sand at a trot, his gaze down. “Do not listen to the whistling of the wind. If your mind lingers on the sound, you may begin to feel like it is chasing you—like malevolent air currents are reaching their tendrils to ensnare you, to make you stay by its state of loneliness in the abandoned village. To make you a guest amid its decrepit walls.”
Khalda breathed heavily beside him as she changed her stride to keep up. “Is it actually haunted?”
“Nothing good has come of it. The people who inhabited this valley practiced injustice and tyranny so openly, to such an extent, it is said that their evil permeated the very soil, even seeping into its water. Generations that came after tried to settle and revive this area, but nothing flourished. You’ll notice no birds fly above it. A kingdom came that sought to bring entertainment to enliven the surroundings, fill it with fun and joy, but only depression followed. Economic and mental. Since then, no one travels here.”
Khalda turned around quickly to check the hill they’d come down from. Absr was perched on the edge of the wheelbarrow, watching them.
No birds fly above it. Khalda drew in a deep breath. Still, out of politeness, she dared not ask, Why are we here, then?
“Then why are we here?” Nayf spoke.
The Tangled Servant stopped and looked up at the vast edifice of the mountain on the other side of the valley, more epic than the small hill they’d climbed to reach the Ullula valley. “Open. These two are with me!” he shouted. “I know you saw us coming! And know of our arrival.”
Nothing happened. He turned to Khalda and Nayf. “I’m getting worried. In addition to their monitors, remember I mentioned Jansu also went ahead hours ago and was to meet us here. I hope nothing happened.”
He raised his voice. “I know you can hear me! These two with me are vouched for!”
There was still no response.
The Tangled Servant moved toward the base of the mountain. “No tracks leading out.”
Suddenly, a tremor.
The Tangled Servant stepped back so fast, he fell onto Nayf, who straightened him with such gentleness, Khalda was moved.
But there was no time to dwell on that, for the facade of mountain was moving, a huge door opening to reveal a tall room, perfectly cubed with square walls and a ceiling.
The Tangled Servant walked forward until he was at the entrance.
Khalda didn’t move, her eyes wide, mouth agape at the wonder that lay ahead of them.
The Tangled Servant gestured for them to join him. “Hasten, for the doors close quickly. And we don’t want to be stuck in the village at nightfall.”
Khalda jogged forward upon hearing that. She, too, had felt the threat from the old village’s winds.
“I’ll wait here.” Nayf stayed still, looking up at the mountain. “I’ve heard Jansu speak about the division in the hive too much. I’d rather take a risk and wait here for you two to return. Keep watch.”
The Tangled Servant left the entrance of the mountain and took careful steps over the rocks back to Nayf. “No one has stayed in this village for hundreds of years. There are even those who say that the spiritual epicenter of the destruction of Earth began here. The Great Catastrophe has spiritual roots, you see.”
“Spiritual?” Nayf shook his head. “Murrabi Hasuf, I understand you’re a holy man, but geology is not linked to spirituality.”
“Everything is linked. Please don’t risk your soul here in this place forsaken by the One.”
The door behind them began rumbling.
“Do I come out?” Khalda called, her voice high and unsure. The Tangled Servant turned to see her inside the chamber, the massive door closing on her stricken face.
Nayf grabbed his arm, and they scrambled up the slope and made it inside. The door shut them in a cube of darkness.
Khalda felt relief when the Tangled Servant put out his hands to find hers and Nayf’s.
At their right and left, new doors opened and light streamed in.
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NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
KNOWLEDGE TO THE RESCUE
Every turn held even more deep hexagonal niches set into the wall from the floor to the ceiling. Each glowed with honey-brown light and held a single item with a label.
Some corridors had large hexagonal niches, while others had hundreds that were the size of Nayf’s thumb.
He, the Tangled Servant, and Khalda were now moving through a hall with small cells.
“Casio calculator wristwatch, 1982.” He had paused in front of a niche and then turned to the Tangled Servant. “This is a museum.”
“They call it a hive. Because it stores and then provides.” The Tangled Servant pointed. “You see they have fifty-three of those wristwatches.”
Khalda came over and read the number fifty-three that followed a code on the wristwatch label aloud. “Why? Why would they have so many?”
“In case someone needed one.” The old man pointed at a microscope reader. “I needed one of those once.”
Nayf stood by him. “That’s a square reader. For digital archives.”
“Yes.” The Tangled Servant turned to him. “You’ve used one before?”
The morning when they’d played Nene Nushba’s square came to Nayf; he remembered listening to Nada playing “Perfect” over and over in the room next door while he and Musaid built a fire inverter. “For Nene Nushba’s square.”
“Aha, I gave her that.” The Tangled Servant blushed. “A long time ago, as you know, when she agreed to…you know.”
Nayf nodded. “Do they make these things here?” he asked, the tone of his voice conveying his incredulity as he moved on to a rectangular disk with two holes and wound black ribbon. Blank cassette, it said—2448 of them.
“Not made here. A group of people go out there, sometimes traversing dangerous conditions, to collect them. They’ve even traveled beyond the sinkholes.”
“Some of our foragers have lost their lives.” A voice came from around the corner. “But it’s all in the service of our leader, of course.”
Nayf turned and saw a man in a long black tailored suit with yellow buttons, an orange-brown tweed vest, and both hands behind his back.
He removed one hand and placed a leather hat, again distinctly orange-brown hued, on his head and bowed. “Welcome, Tangled Servant. Welcome, friends of the Tangled Servant. What is it that you’re in need of? The light of day will leave us soon, and you know we only stay open until the last of the ribbons of the sun remain in the sky.”
“Anton.” The Tangled Servant tucked his walking stick under his arm and stood tall. “We’re here to meet up with Jansu. And other members of our party.”
Anton lowered his head, and his face was obscured by the hat’s rim. “Remember I spoke of losing some of our swarm? He has departed this world since you last visited.”
The Tangled Servant tipped his head, considering Anton upon hearing this. “But he arrived here only a few hours ago.”
“He went foraging.”
“But Jansu isn’t a forager.”
“No, but he sometimes assisted. When foragers needed to know if it was worthwhile to bring items back to the hive, he would go out there to assess.” With his other hand still behind his back, Anton put one hand in his pocket and drew out a small tablet. He pressed the sides a few times. “The Tangled Servant’s accounts.” He spoke crisply and clearly to activate the tablet before looking at the Tangled Servant ruefully. “I’m sorry I can’t talk more about Jansu’s loss, but we are losing daylight, as mentioned. You don’t, of course, want to be caught in Ullula in the evening.” He shot them a grimace with eyebrows raised high to emphasize the horror of such a situation. “According to our records, you wanted a battery when you were last here. To fit a safe from an inn called Knight’s Inn. You periodically come to check if any have turned up.”
“It doesn’t have to be particular to that inn, though.” Nayf spoke, and Anton peered up at him without raising his head from the tablet. “We just need some batteries. I’ll be able to recognize which ones.”
“Ah, am I right to assume you’re an enthusiast of that which we amass here?” Anton asked, still peering at Nayf. “That which civilizations have produced over millennia, without the interferences of systems of power? In the pursuit of science, of commerce, of the social good, free of the political?”
Nayf didn’t respond to that plainly political statement, deciding he’d revealed too much already.
He didn’t want others knowing of his comprehensive knowledge of encyclopedias of the past. Of how he couldn’t stop himself from learning, learning, learning of everything, including all that had brought him and his sister to this point of being hunted by forces that believed they were the benevolent ones.
So he shrugged to Anton’s query. “We simply need batteries.”
“This way, then.” Anton turned and walked on. As they followed, Nayf noticed the floor was angling up slightly.
We’re going up inside the mountain.
In addition to the awe he felt about this place—it stored things he’d only read about, never imagining that he’d be able to actually see those things—he was also intrigued at the cleverness with which such a place was hidden inside a mountain, akin to the homes of the species of bees that built them high above human interference.
“Can I ask what is it that you want these batteries for?” Anton didn’t turn around, still going around corners as he led them farther up.
His hands were now in front of him, a fact that struck Nayf as odd.
“He’s never taken me up here before,” the Tangled Servant said low, so only Khalda and Nayf could hear. Then he gripped both Khalda’s and Nayf’s backs, holding on to their shirts. They stopped walking. He spoke up for his voice to reach Anton. “What we need is down on the first level, as I remember it.”
“Our worker bees are always changing things to suit the evolving needs of the people. Batteries are not it these days.” Anton didn’t turn around. “Is there a reason you’re not following me?”
There was a rumble deep below. And a faint sound that somehow carried and echoed.
It was like the screeching of a bird.
The Tangled Servant turned. “Run!”
He stumbled back the way they’d come, and Nayf did the first thing he could think of: He went in front of the old man and hoisted the Tangled Servant onto his back.
They ran, Nayf cautioning Khalda, “Don’t look back.”
In response, she pushed him to the right. Something whizzed by them.
“He’s shooting!” Khalda screamed, looking back. “Again!”
Nayf put out a hand and pulled her around a corner.
When he looked down the slanted hall they were in now, he saw Jansu holding a gun up, a child by his side. Nayf shrank against the wall. The gun—it was a trailhunt.
Ruthlessly precise machines.
Hanging on his back, looking ahead, the Tangled Servant gasped low. “Jansu!”
Jansu motioned at them with his head. “Move! Murrabi, I have a black vehicle parked at the boulders village-side.”
From Nayf’s back, the Tangled Servant whispered in his ear. “You heard him—run!”
“Follow Eyas!” Jansu yelled, looking down at the child. “Eyas, out!”
The child with shorn hair, wearing a flowered dress, screeched, stepped aside, and beckoned to the trio at the top of the slanted hall.
The Tangled Servant got off Nayf’s back and ran down the slope, his walking stick moderating his stumbling. Khalda followed him, holding on to his hand, her face a mixture of fear and confusion.
The latter was exactly what Nayf felt, so he stood his ground, unable to let Jansu do this on his own.
Jansu spoke: “Anton, if you continue coming down, the bullet with your name on it will not give up on its quest to find your heart. I got myself a trailhunt, circa 2185, third generation but still with bullets that know your name.”
“All right, then, I’ll simply pad my heart with some Verger meat.” Nayf was grabbed from behind and held firmly against Anton, who pointed an ancient-looking handgun at Jansu.
Nayf tensed and then immediately fell into scan-and-analysis mode.
Take a breath; he’s not pointing the gun at you, but at Jansu below.
The gun looks vintage.
It didn’t have a cylinder set into its wood exterior. Nayf ran through his memory of The History of Weapons from the palace library.
Flintlock pistol. Used for duels.
Single shot.
In scanning, Nayf noticed that Khalda, after having run past Jansu, had paused.
She turned around slowly and looked right at Nayf.
Her face descended into a mess of emotions, eyes wide in horror, mouth open. She didn’t move until the Tangled Servant grabbed her arm. He whispered something to her, and after another glance at Nayf, she was gone.
“Give him up and you’ll be spared,” Jansu said.
“No, I want to know why you came back. You were evicted from the hive.”
“Let him go!” The trailhunt shifted.
“Actually, I should rephrase that. You evicted yourself when you switched loyalties from the queen.”
“All right, I’m setting the trailhunt in motion. You know it will avoid the boy. It will only seek you.”
“Then why do you want me to—”
Nayf grabbed Anton’s gun with one hand and his arm with the other, and flipped him over hard into the stone floor of the hive corridors.
He then ran down the slope toward Jansu. But this time, he took a page from Khalda’s book and glanced behind him, making sure to point the old gun he’d taken from Anton as he turned.
Anton was lumbering to his feet, picking his hat up off the floor, his other hand going into his pocket. He pulled out another pistol.
A Colt 1851 revolver.
Six rounds.
Nayf turned completely around and ran backward, pointing the almost-useless, almost-solely-theatrical gun in his hands at Anton. He knew he wasn’t a good shot, but at this point, he’d rather choose to be wildly inaccurate than have no cover at all.
As soon as he passed Jansu, the older man lowered his weapon and started running too. They fled down the hallways. When they got to the corridors with flat floors, Jansu paused to grab batteries here and there. When Nayf slowed to help, Jansu yelled, “Go! Go! I’ll take care of this!”
A rumble again. Jansu looked up. “Anton’s pulled the switch to close the mountain door! Run!”
Nayf fled, Jansu following. The older man was faster, though, and he yelled back as he passed Nayf, “I’m going to wedge the door open!”
Jansu turned the last corner and disappeared from view to enter the cubed room at the entrance. Nayf continued running, grateful the floor here was not downhill, that he could run faster without the risk of falling.
Something pounded into his left shoulder. Like a heavy bat walloping him, the punch reverberated from the top of his shoulder down his arm and back.
His first instinct was to slow and check his wound, but he overrode that with the certainty that he’d been shot and the only thing to do now was make it out of here.
He dared not turn around but decided on zigzagging to not give Anton another clear view of him. It would make the path out longer but cut down the possibility of getting shot again.
Blood from his shoulder spotted the floor in the same zigzag path his run took.
Anger coursed through him.
This man he didn’t even know, who didn’t even know him, was trying to kill him.
His arms went out on either side, and he deliberately slowed to knock things out of their hexagonal cells—in addition to the clutter on the floor slowing Anton’s chase after him, Nayf hoped Anton would be enraged to see his precious objects in disarray.
Another shot whizzed by him, and Nayf ran like the wind until he burst into the cubed entrance to the beehive. Jansu was there with his trailhunt wedged in the door, in an effort to keep it open, the gun bending into a V.
Nayf slipped through, and a second later, the trailhunt snapped in two as the door closed.
Huffing, Nayf apologized from the ground. “That’s a mean gun you lost.”
“It didn’t work. It was a second generation, and those were lemons. Anton’s eyes are weak; he couldn’t tell.” Jansu came closer and touched the drops on the ground under Nayf. He bent down and looked at his shoulder. “You’ve been grazed by a bullet; it’s cut the top of your shoulder, I’m assuming. Let’s get you quick to the B1. The sky is darkening. Anton might try to open the door again.”
As though in response, the tremor on the mountain edifice began again.
But this time, there was another noise too.
It was a large black vehicle with big wheels rumbling toward them. The Tangled Servant was at the wheel, and when they got close, Khalda opened the front door and ran out of the passenger side, holding her cloth satchel, limp now, emptied of its things.
As the mountain door behind Nayf opened, the Tangled Servant got out of the vehicle, blowgun in hand.
Khalda knelt by Nayf, holding out the bag. “To stop the bleeding.”
Nayf nodded, and she set to work, folding the bag portion into a pad of sorts and placing it on the wound at the top of his shoulder. She then wound the handles of the bag around, under his arm, to try to secure the patch. “I’ll hold it to help stop the bleeding.”
Through the throbbing of his shoulder, Nayf felt the weight of her hand. He let Jansu slide an arm around his waist and help him up.
“So, you did take the Bollinger.” Anton’s voice came from behind the trio, and Nayf felt Jansu tense beside him. “You know only the queen is allowed to access the land carrier collection.”
“Get him to step out,” Nayf whispered to Jansu.
“I also took Boston. You hated that he was stuck at forty-four percent charge. You hate all the first- and second-generation stuff. That’s what the B1 is, so I’m surprised you mind.” Jansu turned around, and Nayf felt him tense again. Anton must have another gun. “I’ve something else in the carrier you may want back.”
“I want everything back that belongs to Her Highness.”
“Okay, let’s make a deal. You get the things back, but you let us go to the carrier to get first aid for the boy you shot.” Still glancing back, Jansu stepped forward, and Nayf was between him and Khalda.
“I don’t make deals with traitors.”
“All right, you get everything, then. Get out of the carrier, Eyas. Let him have it. Get Boston out too.”
Nayf, now facing the B1, saw the Tangled Servant prepping to puff into his blowgun.
Nayf turned and was relieved to see Anton had stepped out—only to be met by a dart from the blowgun.
He fell to his knees on the ground, clutching the side of his neck. A gun dropped from his hand.
Jansu left Nayf and strolled back to pick up the rifle Anton had been holding. “Now, this is a real trailhunt, third generation. I didn’t even know we had one at the hive. He must have hid it near the entrance.”
The Tangled Servant moved toward the land carrier. “Our time is limited. I used a heavy tranquilizer dart, but its effect is not long-lasting, so we have to move!”
“I would never have given the carrier up. We have a lot more people to get,” Jansu said to Nayf as he bent to help him up again. “Besides, it’s a Bollinger truck. Amazing vehicles.”
They loaded into the carrier, with Jansu driving, Khalda in the front beside Eyas, and Nayf in the middle row behind them, with the Tangled Servant checking on his wound. Jansu leaned forward and, after patting his hand under the driver’s seat, tossed a first aid kit to the seat behind him.
The B1 took off to climb the hill on the other side of the village of Ullula, but as they reached the top, the giddiness of their getaway from the hive abruptly shattered.
Down in the desert below them, in the distance, an air carrier was parked, surrounded by three vehicles from the palace. Guards were out of the vehicles, guns drawn and trained on the carrier.
Jansu reversed the land carrier, but not before Nayf saw a familiar figure walking toward the air carrier.
He had the same gait. It had to be him.
He worked with Lein now.
Musaid.
Up at the front, Jansu drew in a deep breath. “They went to get their things from the air carrier. They’re surrounded now.”
“Who’s ‘they’?” Nayf asked, still watching Musaid make his way to the round vessel parked in the sand.
“Your sister and Raisa. The pilot Naglaa, one of ours, took them back to the carrier before they joined us.”
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MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
WITH OR WITHOUT YOU
His goal was simple: convince Nada to come with him as he took Raisa back to Lein.
While he was glad Nada had been stopped from delivering Raisa to the Ahraar, he also knew that Nada would be devastated that she hadn’t been able to accomplish her mission.
And that is why we need to talk to her. Lein spoke to Musaid’s mind through the scalplink now. She has to change her ways. You know that.
He did.
When he took the girls back, he would help Lein talk Nada into giving up her work with the brutes.
They were days away from the merger of Lower Earth and Upper Earth. To take Nada somewhere safe, secure, was the right thing to do to keep the Ahraar at bay so that Enlightenment could occur.
He knocked on the door of the air carrier and stared right into the camera at the top of the entry portal before speaking calmly. “I’d like to talk to Nada. I know she’s on board.”
There was a moment before the pilot spoke, her voice nervous. “They are saying they want all guns lowered.”
They? Musaid frowned. Why would Raisa say that too?
Disregard anything you hear that disrupts your mission. Simply get Nada to come with you without a fight. I don’t want my guards wasting their bullets. Lein’s interruption sliced through the clouds of Musaid’s confusion.
“Musaid, what are you doing here?” Nada’s voice came through the speaker.
“Waiting for you.”
“Who sent you?” A pause. “You don’t need to tell me. You’re still doing his bidding.”
“Nada, you kidnapped the chief guardian’s daughter. For someone else’s bidding.”
“She did not kidnap me.” Raisa’s voice? How? “Get those guards to lower their guns and get in their carriers and go away.”
What was going on?
I said disregard anything that disrupts the mission I gave you!
But Raisa was giving opposing orders.
It’s obvious they’ve given her something. To turn her against me.
But she sent an aura this morning saying she was with you.
Are you suggesting I’m lying?
Absolutely not. “We need you to come out. Nobody wants anyone to get hurt. Nada, you know I love you more than everything on earth.”
“You say that, but you don’t love the real me, Musaid. You don’t love what I believe.”
“Because you’ve been brainwashed!”
“And you haven’t?”
Raisa’s voice took over. “I don’t want to go back to Lein.”
Disregard! An intense pain shot through Musaid’s gut, in the exact place he’d been gouged repeatedly back in the torture room he’d been dropped into a couple of days ago.
Storm in there and get them out! Knock them out if you need to!
No.
He’d never hurt Nada!
And he’d never touch Raisa, who didn’t want to go to Lein.
Another jolt of pain caused him to twist and then drop to his knees.
Nada opened the door and scrambled down the steps that instantly unfolded. “Musaid, take the scalplink off!”
Do not let her touch it! Grab her and haul her into a carrier. The guards will take care of Raisa.
He lifted his head. He didn’t want to grab her. She was the only thing in the world that made sense now.
The subsequent wringing inside was so searing, he fell the rest of the way to the ground, groaning. Nada knelt by his head and, tears dropping, tugged at his scalplink.
A shot whizzed by her and pounded the sand next to her. “You take that off, and the next bullet will find its way to you.” One of the palace guards was only a few yards away, gun trained on her.
“Put your guns down. I’m Raisa, daughter of Aeon, chief guardian of the Council of Guardians.” Raisa stood on the top step, holding her carrier case as though she’d just arrived at her destination. “You will either (A) get back in your vehicles and drive off or (B) hand over one of those vehicles to Nada and myself, with full system capabilities. Those are your two choices.”
A bullet pounded the sand on the other side of Nada. “Our orders come only from Crown Prince Lein.”
“Are you saying the chief guardian holds no sway here?”
“Not for us.” The palace guard speaking for the others moved his gun, yanking it, to motion for Raisa to move. “The order is for you and dear cousin to come with us. The pilot can then return the air carrier to the hangar. Lein recognizes the woman was used and so will face no consequence.”
“You’re all being used!” Nada yelled, one hand on Musaid’s scalplink, the other cradling his head.
Musaid’s eyes were closed, but he could feel her presence—it was as though having her close by quelled the pain. He wanted to pull her to him.
It was as though it was the solution to everything right now.
Yes, pull her in and then haul her to the carrier.
He felt the boots thundering before he saw them. He sat up to see the palace guards moving forward. They were going to do it; they were going to haul Nada and Raisa away.
Yes, because you couldn’t. We’ll need another talk, Musaid. In the room, you promised me you’d bring her in. Which now has proved to be a lie.
It seems your loyalty is torn in two.
No, it is always on the side of good. But is it good to hurt those I love?
Shut up.
Two guards stood on either side of Nada and clamped their hands on her arms to lift her. Just as Musaid stood to intervene in their rough handling of her, one of the guards hit the side of the carrier hard, as though flung by an invisible force. The second one then followed, falling in the same exact way. Both slipped to the ground by the carrier.
Musaid and the other guards turned around.
Behind them, a black vehicle was driving on an angle along the side of the hill, its front passenger window a quarter of the way down, a gun fitted into the gap.
As the guards shot back, the vehicle drove wild paths into the sand.
Then it suddenly moved toward the group, revving up to increase its speed.
Musaid ran to get out of the way, turning to check on Nada as he dove into the sand.
She wasn’t there. Neither was Raisa.
Get up, you idiot, and find them!
He tracked the black vehicle and saw it swerving to suddenly move behind the air carrier. He got up and scrambled to the other side of the carrier, and his heart sank at what he saw.
Nada and Raisa were getting into the back of the land carrier via a hatch. Right before the door lowered to shut them in, he saw a face that shook him.
Nayf, staring back at him, troubled.
The vehicle sped away, and for Musaid, the physical gouging felt nothing like the emotional hole that tore him inside as he watched the land carrier becoming a smaller and smaller square on the horizon, now being chased by two palace land carriers.
His Nada was gone forever. She would never trust him again.
Instead of weeping over her, think of what you cost me.
Musaid fell to the sand, torture resumed.
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EYAS OF UNDERGROUND:
WHEN WE DROVE THROUGH ULLULA
Everyone is quiet.
It’s dark outside.
We are driving through Ullula.
The last thing Jansu said before he became quiet was “This is the only way to lose them. They’ll never follow us through here.”
Then everyone became quiet.
I want to be with Boston, but he’s in the very back with the two new girls who climbed into our car.
One of the girls keeps crying.
The guy who’s bleeding keeps turning around and rubbing her back.
I can see them through the long rearview mirror Jansu screwed on top of the old one. You can see extra out of it.
I don’t want to look out the window. Once, when I first came here with Jansu, I saw a vulture carrying a child’s arm out of Ullula.
Anton once said no one has ever come out of Ullula alive. Jansu told me that’s not true. He said no one alive has ever gone into Ullula.
The girl beside me, she slowly moves her hand closer to mine, and I let her hold it.
Boston is not a real dog, but he makes me feel safe like one. He is a second-generation robot dog, Jansu said. I don’t know how to read, but I know the letters on the side of him spell out his name: Boston. He has another name, but only Jansu knows how to read it.
I don’t know how to speak to the people around me either.
But I know how to watch and listen.
I want to chirp now to make myself stop wishing I was sitting with Boston.
I chirp.
No one says anything. So I keep doing it, holding tight to the girl’s hand.
I look through the rearview mirror and count.
There are seven of us. And a dog.
I don’t know where we’re going, but once we get out of Ullula, I know I’ll be safe with these people.
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NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF THE COST OF RESISTANCE
Night fell around them, and there was a yellow robot dog between her and Raisa, a dog whose flat face was trained on her with an empathetic, sad expression. Nayf, her beloved brother who she’d been losing hope of ever seeing again, kept turning around to show her love, but two things wouldn’t leave Nada’s mind, and the only thing she could do in response was sob into her hands.
One was Musaid’s face as he looked at her getting into this car.
And then, right after his distressed look, the image of Musaid falling to the ground, being tortured through his scalplink by someone, most probably Lein.
She’d left her love behind.
Lein was going to kill him.
She knew what it felt like to have your body accessed through your mind. When she’d heard that being knitted into the ALIGN system takes away your autonomy, she hadn’t understood the ramifications.
Just one day of being at the mercy of the neck ring Pax had fitted on her, of wearing technology developed by Upper Earth, had revealed the extent of ALIGN’s future hold on the people of Lower Earth.
While she’d begun to see the big picture of the world she’d learned about from Salwe during her time in prison, the events from the past couple of days drove in what was at stake for her personally.
Watching Musaid fall in agony as she sped away now allowed her to focus on what she’d consistently held in her palm without having realized its value: Musaid had been firmly with her all along.
She realized now that she had always felt the safety net of Musaid stretched out to repeatedly catch her.
But instead of providing a safety net in his moment of need, she’d sent him plunging into an abyss of pain.
She simply wanted to have tea with him again and pour so much sugar in his cup to prove how much she loved him.
If the world were right, she could have loved him forever from the beginning to the end.
Now they’d chosen sides, and there was no way back to each other.
Now the end was near, and they had never loved.
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KHALDA OF LOWER EARTH:
RECORD OF THE LAST RECORD-KEEPER
She couldn’t sleep.
After they’d arrived, by the light of a torch, the Tangled Servant had led them farther into the cave to where there were additional—what he called—“chambers.” She was in one now, Eyas curled up next to her. Their chamber was beside the one where the two girls they’d picked up from the desert were lying down.
Along with a candle, each of them had received a woven mat from the stacked pile the old man had slept on. They tried to protest him dividing up his bed, but he won out by saying he’d sleep on the bare floor if everyone else did too. With that announcement, they’d all accepted their mats.
While a single mat wasn’t very comfortable, it provided some protection against the tiny pebbles that peppered the floor of the cave.
But, besides Eyas, only one of them was asleep, she knew—the girl with the round blue carrier case. The other girl was lying on her back, staring at the rough ceiling above her. If Khalda tilted her head just so, she could glimpse the girl through their “doorway,” her shadow looming on the wall by the light of the candle.
Khalda wondered if the girl was still crying about the boy she’d left behind, the one she’d been cradling in her lap even while she’d been getting shot at—while Nayf yelled at Jansu to hurry up with the car, to pick her up immediately!
What will mend the poor girl’s broken heart?
She also wanted to check on Nayf. While he’d stopped bleeding and was presumably sleeping after the Tangled Servant had given him a restful drink, he had lost a lot of blood.
For the first time, Khalda felt an emotion she’d never experienced before. It was as though she had to be aware of how he was doing at each moment in order for her mind to be at peace.
Mind? Or maybe it was her heart?
Because when that man Anton had grabbed Nayf in the beehive, she’d thought her heart would disappear from her body.
To then see Nayf emerge from the mountain bleeding had been painful for her.
He’d need help tomorrow. She should get some rest to be of help.
She would do everything in her power to aid him—with his recovery, with his mission, with whatever he needed.
With this commitment cemented, Khalda flipped on her side and fell into an easy sleep.















13th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
REUNITED
The only way he knew it was morning in the dark chamber he awoke in was from the sounds of the Tangled Servant making a fire in the kitchen of the cave. There were also chirping sounds—but he knew those were not from birds outside; they were from that little child Eyas, who must be up with the old man.
He tested his shoulder, moving it tentatively, and was met with stinging and then soreness like a bruise. But only that: a bruise. He tried shrugging, and while the pain elevated a notch, it was still bearable. He let himself relax a bit.
Nada.
Seeing her appear in the desert was as though the heavens, witnessing his pain, had opened and allowed his utmost wish to come true.
It had enraged him to see the guards lifting her with roughness, but everything was swept aside the moment she got into Jansu’s vehicle.
He would be able to be with her again. It would take a while for her to grieve the separation from Musaid, but he would try everything he could to lift her spirits—but only when she was ready for it.
And when the time was right for him to go to the exact location where Nene Nushba’s record was buried, she could stay here with the Tangled Servant, to wait safely until he returned.
The girl clutching a round case hadn’t said a word the entire ride to the cave—though she’d reached out many times to comfort Nada.
When the girl had caught sight of him turning in their direction to comfort Nada, she’d looked away. Her hair was oddly neat and groomed for the circumstances, falling thick around a long face, that, in the faint light of the robot dog’s displays, glowed brown with highlights and shadows, revealing smooth skin. Her dark almond-shaped eyes darted often but rested on the things they landed on, and if he’d seen them at any other time, he would have found them intelligent, the way they were constantly assessing her surroundings.
He hadn’t ever seen anyone quite like her before. She was either a person of great strategy or—and he wondered if he thought this because of his own fear—someone deeply frightened of the world but even more frightened to show it.
Kind of like him, if he thought about it truthfully.
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RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
ALONE IN A CIRCLE
We find ourselves sitting in a circle, passing around one wooden plate that has pieces of flatbread, another that holds fried fish—apparently Jansu had gone fishing early in the morning—and a third that contains various dried herbs. I watch the girl with the freckles wrap her portion of fish and herbs in a piece of bread before taking a bite of it. I follow her method.
I’ve never eaten breakfast on the floor before, nor foods that I don’t know the nutritional content of, but as soon as I take a bite, it goes down as one of the best things I’ve ever had. The bread is soft with a slightly nutty, roasted flavor; the fish, crisp yet flaky; the herbs provide sharp and mellow notes, in turns, with each chew.
You haven’t eaten properly for two days; only the nutrient pellets Pax fed you in the air carrier—that’s why it tastes so good. Don’t romanticize Lower Earth food, Lower Earth anything. Is that Papa’s voice? Still lingering in my brain?
I shake my head free of it and lean one elbow on my case to keep the sandwich in my hands close to my mouth; I shut my eyes and eat, letting my hair fall in front of my grateful face.
When I finish, I open my eyes and, through my hair strands, glance around at the circle. Everyone is quietly eating, sometimes letting out soft sighs, like their relief is just catching up. I lock eyes with two of the group: the freckled girl, who gives me a kind smile, to which I nod, appreciative of the bread I saw her making in the morning as she worked beside the Tangled Servant, who was frying the fish; and the young man who’d been comforting Nada throughout the drive to the cave. I nod at him, too, even though he doesn’t smile but merely looks down at his food.
He has a broody appearance, which I can’t reconcile with the way he’d shown so much care for Nada last night.
Nada sits with only a piece of bread clasped in a hand that remains lowered in her lap. She hasn’t taken a bite. She stares, unseeing, at the tin plate with a piece of fish the old man placed in front of her. I want to reach out and lift the food to her lips to encourage her to eat, but my Upper Earth upbringing restrains me from doing so.
It’s better to let her work it out herself.
I also want to talk to Nada. And I’ll do it after breakfast.
I can tell she knows Lein’s pilot more than as an acquaintance.
He’s more than even a friend to her.
Some deep relationship appears to exist between them, but I can’t be sure.
It had been devastating to watch him get hurt like Nada had been hurt by Pax. But this time, it was through his scalplink, accessed not by someone in our vicinity, but by someone far away.
The Tangled Servant, sitting on the floor with one knee raised, clears his throat. “I hope we’ve nourished ourselves enough to talk. Lots has happened, and I hope we’ve processed some of it on our own. Now it will be helpful to share thoughts. If you are up to it.”
“Respectfully, Murrabi Hasuf, I don’t think it’s a matter of ‘if we’re up to it,’ ” Jansu says. “With what’s happening, what’s set to happen in a couple of days, maybe even tomorrow, we have no choice. We have to organize ourselves. We’re all in on this, I’m certain.”
“Maybe, but before we get into that, introductions are in order,” the Tangled Servant says as he ladles some kind of hot pink liquid into metal cups for those who want them; he’d said he only had three cups, that we could share them. The old man finishes passing them out and turns to the driver and speaks pointedly. “I think we have time enough for getting to know each other a bit, Jansu. Before we discuss the sorry state of the world.”
“Of course,” Jansu says deferentially. But I notice he looks at me with his head tilted as though considering me. Maybe he’s worried about me.
He’s the one who didn’t want Nada to take me to my mother when we were at the red brick house in the forest.
The young man across from me clears his throat and dusts his hands free of crumbs. “All right. I’m Nayf. Grandson of Nushba, former amira—or, I guess we can say—former guardian of Lower Earth, before Amir Gauis took over. I’m Nada’s brother.” He lifts a hand in the direction of Nada. “I’ve been in prison continuously for the last seven years. Ngwale, Khattabi, and Jansu helped me escape in order to locate my grandmother’s record as entrusted to Khalda’s father.” He lifts a hand again, this time to indicate the freckled girl. “It has the particulars of a treaty that Upper Earth entered into with us on Lower Earth, to exclude us from being knitted into the system. We aren’t supposed to undergo Enlightenment, according to the treaty. Not enter a surveillance state of any kind. Only on those grounds did we agree to the merger of our resource management, trade parameters, and of free travel between our realms.”
I lift my head and stare at him, never having heard any evidence of such a treaty from Papa nor the council.
“I’m Khalda, daughter of Aria and Abdu, sister of Refaat, the last record-keepers on Lower Earth before they were killed. By Gauis.” She starts softly, looking down, but ends firmly, her unwavering gaze upon each of us in the circle. “I was there when they died. I’m here to help Nayf find the record he’s looking for.” She says this defiantly, though I notice her hand holding her tea shakes, and a drop of the pink liquid slides down the side of the cup.
“I’m Raisa, daughter of…” I hesitate, so used to completing that sentence with the chief guardian of ALIGN. While I’m thinking how to say daughter of my mother, without having actually seen her yet, Jansu finishes my introduction for me.
“Daughter of Aeon Freelund,” he says.
I decide I don’t like him.
Nayf stares at me. “Daughter of Aeon Freelund, the chief guardian of ALIGN? Fiancée of Crown Prince Lein?” He begins to get on his feet.
“Nayf, please sit down,” the Tangled Servant says sternly. “We haven’t learned why she’s here.”
“I know why she’s here. For the wedding. To usher in the Enlightenment. To blow the Ahraar apart.” Standing, he turns to Jansu, frowning. “I thought at least you’d know better than to let the viper’s child into a bird’s nest.”
I sit back, raising my eyes to watch the transformation happening on his face. He is now closed, inaccessible. Like stone. “I’m not here to hurt anyone.” I speak calmly, as though I’m Alet feeding facts into my scalplink.
I wonder who he means by viper.
Papa or my mother?
“Everyone you are connected to is trying to hurt others, though.” Nayf remains standing while his words rain down on me, his eyes not stoic any longer. They’re now flashing with anger.
I shoot Nada a look, to see if she’ll speak up and set him right, but she continues to silently stare at her fish. “I want nothing to do with Lein.” I can’t bring myself to add nor Papa yet.
“Nayf, for the love of your grandmother, sit down. Please,” the old man commands.
Nayf sits down reluctantly. When he next speaks, his tone’s approaching his prior even-keeled one. “Why is it that I’ve only heard auras of you sharing one message: to invite people to the Enlightenment? On behalf of Lein? And ALIGN?”
“Yes, my question too. To be a gentleman, I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt. I’m going to assume that you don’t know what the Enlightenment is.” Jansu reaches over and picks up another piece of flatbread, to which he adds a piece of fish and some herbs, and rolls it partially. Before biting into it, he looks at me and says, “If most of Lower Earth doesn’t know what it is, it may very well be that you don’t either.”
“Those auras are fake.” I look around at everyone, my voice strong, not wavering. “I thought you would realize that at least—being revolutionaries—that everything the regime you’re resisting against puts out is to serve its purpose.”
A silence meets this statement. From what I can tell from faces, it’s an embarrassed silence.
“I’ll admit, I was on board with everything before, and I’ll also admit…” I take a breath. “That I do agree that what I’ve seen of Lower Earth so far has me worried. That the world of Upper Earth is so much safer, cleaner, more kind.” I decide to be frank, because while I know I was fed lies on Upper Earth, I can’t foresee a future down here either.
The truth is, I’d be full of fear to live in such an unstable place, full of human traffickers and other criminals. And corruption that goes deep into the structure that keeps the place running. I add, “Into my third day here, I’ve feared for my life more times than any on Upper Earth. I do agree that Lower Earth is in need of repair.”
“We all agree about that, child. We want to repair Earth from the destruction that Upper Earth’s forefathers led.” Jansu takes another bite of his sandwich without looking at it, without taking his eyes off me. He speaks while chewing, his haste at getting words out disrupting his table manners. Well, Upper Earth manners. “The reason Upper Earth wants so badly to merge with those of us who’ve inherited the Earth below them, the Earth they destroyed, is because they realized they haven’t finished exploiting it to further feed your wants and needs up there.”
“I thought the visionaries spent decades on a humanitarian mission to herd the remaining humans onto the last stable place on Earth. That they knew, from their research, would be stable for at least a hundred more years. They helped set up the towns and stayed close to ensure safety for a while, until things got bad.”
Nayf suddenly laughs. “Wow. Really. You believed that? I guess that’s what happens when you’re scalplinked your entire life. They control what you’re fed, absolutely.”
“Upper Earth encouraged people to move here to work the land, the mines, and the factories. For they themselves are too soft for that kind of work. They didn’t facilitate any settlements. Millions of people died in the Last Migration, trying to get here, trying to survive the ecological disasters caused by rampant consumerism believed in by your ‘visionaries,’ ” Jansu says, shaking his head, his eyes piercing mine. “Our records contain all these truths they’ve purged from your streams of knowledge, daughter of the chief guardian.”
“No. No.” Nada finally speaks, her head still lowered. “Leave her alone. She’s…she’s actually alone now.” Nada looks up and glances around, fixing her eyes on her brother’s face last. “Don’t let her be alone. We need to take her to her mother. No one else cares about her. Everyone wants to exploit her. It’s up to us to help her.”
I tear up at her kindness, and Nayf nods, his face transforming back to one of contemplation.
“To take her to her mother is to commit a folly,” Jansu declares.
Everyone else turns to him. I do, too, reluctantly.






“The Ahraar have become two factions. One that calls themselves the Originals, which follows Salwe, as Anton does,” Jansu explains. “It’s not the Originals who asked Nayf to find the treaty. Our splinter group did. We believe that’s the only way to stop the Enlightenment peacefully.”
He pauses to take a sip of his tea before going on. “I should tell you that things are dire now. I broke away because I learned that the Originals have rockets aimed at Upper Earth, in an attempt to blow out their energy-conversion centers if Enlightenment isn’t paused.”
I take in a breath. “What—”
He nods his head. “That could be as early as the end of this week. We’re talking potentially thousands of lives lost—on Lower Earth. Upper Earth will rain down their vengeance, while their mobile missile-defense system will prevent all attacks on them.”
“How do you get your information? How accurate is it?” The Tangled Servant sips his tea and, with a sigh, draws Nada’s untouched cup back to himself.
“I have several eyes, digital and otherwise, in the hive and around the mountain. That’s how I knew you had arrived at the hive, Murrabi. Anton wasn’t going to let you leave. He was going to use you as a bargaining chip in the fight. He knows who you are, Tangled Servant, how valuable you are.” Jansu shoots the old man a knowing glance.
The Tangled Servant busies himself pouring Nada’s tea back into the pot. “So, what do we do now?”
“We do what we can in our capacities. Quickly.” Jansu reaches into a leather bag on the floor by him. “It wasn’t only batteries I grabbed in the hive. It was actually a couple of mesh relays. Off-grid communication devices. We can talk to each other, if needed, through them.” He opens his fist and reveals the puffy mesh squares, each device being a quarter the size of his palm, like Nada’s that I tried to pickpocket from Pax. “They work by hopping off one device to another. But these are only the second iteration to hit the public, so they lose bandwidth if there are too many jumps. Basically, use only when necessary. And speak clearly.”
“Can anyone intercept?” Nayf asks, his interest obviously piqued.
“No, they’re completely encrypted.” Jansu tosses a square to Nayf and, after standing up, presses the one he’s holding.
The mesh in Nayf’s hands buzzes quietly. He lets it buzz.
“You can silence it by pressing the side. They can also be set to a higher volume if needed. Or can steadily grow to be louder, if that’s what you prefer.” From the junction of where the kitchen area meets the passageway to the other parts of the cave, Jansu nods at Nayf. “Pick up after I move deeper into the cave.”
After waiting a bit, Nayf presses the center square. Jansu’s voice comes through clearly. “Nayf, when I said we do everything we can, I should have said, your task might be the most important.”
He’s back in the room now, continuing. “Finding that treaty could save Lower Earth. When you present it to the council—there are enough guardians with variant thinking—it’s highly possible we could be seeing an injunction to pause the process.”
“I’m not the one presenting the treaty.” Nayf shakes his head, and I suddenly notice a similarity to Lein. It’s the confidence. But different. “I’m only the messenger. That’s what Ngwale said.”
“Who are you tasked to deliver it to?”
“Djazairi.”
“I know Djazairi. He was one of the earliest to sound the alarms about the excessive use of violence.” Jansu sighs, passing Khalda a comm device and then one to me. “He’s got no credentials in ALIGN’s eyes. Djazairi will never get clearance to travel to Upper Earth to present to the council.”
“Neither will I. Remember: I’m a fugitive—currently hunted by the palace and ALIGN.”
Jansu turns to the Tangled Servant. “You can get Nayf up there.”
The Tangled Servant doesn’t look up from reheating and stirring the tea—though no one has asked for any more.
Jansu reaches over and gently nudges the old man. “It’s time for you to introduce yourself.”
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HASUF OF UPPER EARTH:
A RECORD OF THE SOUND OF SILENCE
He didn’t respond to Jansu.
He wasn’t going to do it, wasn’t going to introduce himself. Yet.
Jansu said time was of essence.
But time was also the essence.
You had to hone in on it, let it slow, let it go—to open up the way.
He covered the pot containing the remaining tea. He collected the wooden plates and put the leftover food away in small ceramic urns with fitted lids. He reached for his small broom made of bristly grass and swept the crumbs off his cooking platform and the floor, paying careful attention as he meticulously scooped up the pile of dirt he’d assembled. He got every last bit and dropped it all into the old rusted round flour tin he used as a rubbish container.
He was highly aware that the four still in the circle—Nada and Raisa had left—watched his movements closely, maybe even incredulously, but he did not look at them for even a second.
Hasuf didn’t want to think about what had been his part in the revolution up until this moment, the part no one knew about, not even Nushba. And the part he’d have to hide from this moment on. Would the next role he took on be the last major decision of his life?
Once the kitchen was clean, he stood up and walked out to his chamber. He needed a nap.
He needed silence—in his ears, in his mind, and in his eyes.
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NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
TWO PARTS OF A WHOLE SOUL
He found Nada by following the voices coming from deeper in the cave. As he got close, he also saw the light—but not from a candle.
Raisa had a flashlight sitting on top of her carrier case, shining up at the ceiling, and its glow bounced and lit her and Nada on the floor, side by side, backs against the wall, their knees drawn up, their shadows looming behind them—one tall, the other short.
Nayf found himself knocking against the outside wall, to draw their attention, to ask permission, to say he was here—he did not know which of these it was.
He only wanted to be with Nada.
He was rewarded with a small smile from his sister, which he took to mean he was allowed to sit with them.
As soon as he stepped in, Raisa lowered her eyes. And then abruptly got up. “I’ll leave you two.” She bent to touch Nada’s shoulder. “I’m completely fine trying this on my own. You’ve already helped me a lot.”
Nada shook her head and gripped Raisa’s hand. “You can’t go off like that. It’s not so straightforward.” She looked at Nayf. “Tell her—nothing is simple like that here.”
“But she already knows that. She said it herself, remember? That we’re in need of repair?” Nayf looked up at Raisa, raising his eyebrows.
Raisa pulled her hand from Nada’s grasp. She picked up her flashlight and moved its light around the floor until she located the candle in a simple holder, the sleeve of matches lying beside it. Upon bringing the candle to Nada and watching her light it, she left, the flashlight leading her out of the chamber.
“She’s not bad, you know. She’s actually a caring person,” Nada said. Her face was more drawn, and Nayf couldn’t tell if it was the candlelight or what she’d been through that made her so sickly seeming. “Remember Nene Nushba taught us that we didn’t ask to be born into the circumstances of our lives? Raisa didn’t ask to be sent up to Upper Earth, to be saved. She didn’t ask to be taught we were brutes.”
“But I’m sure she’s seen enough to know she was lied to.”
“Opening our eyes takes time.” Nada suddenly leaned forward and grabbed Nayf’s arms with both of her hands. “Nayf, Nayf, Nayf…Musaid.”
And then she was crying again.
Nayf wrenched one arm from her grasp and moved the candle away and scooted beside her, on the other side of where Raisa had vacated her spot. He put an arm around his sister and let her cry into his side.
Flashes of memories filled his head as he stared at the wall across: a three-year-old Nada laughing hysterically as she sprayed him with the garden hose she’d just learned to use; him trying to get her four-year-old self to learn to read by going around the house pointing out words while she followed, writing them down in a coiled notebook; learning that her six-year-old self couldn’t read any of the words from that notebook but had memorized the order of the words by the path they took through the house.
She’d memorized those words because she liked him and wanted to remember what he’d shown her. She’d recited the list back in perfect order for him, holding a wooden spoon as a mic. He’d checked her accuracy by reading the words in her notebook.
And then he’d learned Nada could recite by heart the two parts of their mother’s records they’d found, that she’d learned to read that complex thing.
She was something else, something special, and he wanted her to never lose who she was.
When her sobs subsided, he attempted to soothe her, his voice gentle. “Musaid will be okay.”
“The scalplink, someone is torturing him through it.”
“He has an earlink.”
“No, he has a scalplink. I know what it feels like to be hurt through an ALIGN link.”
Nayf drew away to look at her face, but she kept it lowered. “What do you mean, you know?”
“Someone kidnapped Raisa, and…” Nada’s voice lowered.
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RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
THE FLEDGLING
I strain to hear Nada, my eyes closed to the dark around me. I’d turned my flashlight off and then walked back, quietly, quickly, convincing myself that if I firmly believed I was being soundless, I was.
I walked through the path I’d recorded in my mind, feeling the sides along the way, until I got close enough to hear them. I pressed myself against the wall to listen.
I have to make sure for the last time that I’m not being tricked here on Lower Earth.
I listen to everything they catch each other up on, my eyes growing wide.
Their prison sentences, working in the mines, in the fields, their escapes, the brother being abducted, the freckled girl being threatened with acid, Nada being tortured.
Then Nayf says something in a low voice that makes me freeze. “Murrabi Hasuf knows that Kingsnake was contracted by ALIGN to down the carrier. The kidnapping was part of the plan. To roll out a narrative to frenzy the population into supporting the rise of the Fledgling. I honestly thought she was in on it, the chief guardian’s daughter.”
“She wasn’t, Nayf. Her whole life has been calculated by her father to serve ALIGN. That’s what Salwe told me.”
“Like us, I guess,” Nayf says, his voice so low now, I have to tilt my head so my ear catches it.
“What do you mean?”
“We’ve never been able to fly free of our cages. First at the palace, then in prison.” He adds, “Now serving the revolution.”
“So that everyone after us doesn’t have to go through what we have.” Nada’s voice is firm, and out here in the dark, my heart swells with love for her. “Promise me, Nayf, you’ll see things through with me?”
There’s a pause. “I promise.”
The Tangled Servant’s words to me in the kitchen of the brick house in the woods—it feels so long ago—come to me now, the ones he spoke about Nayf: He will never give up on whatever he dedicates himself to.
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HASUF OF UPPER EARTH:
A RECORD OF REVOLUTIONARY TEACHINGS
He was pleased the gong had brought everyone together. It was simply the lid of the flour tin he used as a rubbish container, but if he held it up near a certain hollowed-out part of the cave and struck it with a stone pestle, the sound would echo, moving from tinny to deep as it bounced off walls.
For years, he’d spent many a day amusing himself making different notes with that gong.
Jansu had gone hunting for one more meal “before everyone left the nest,” as he’d phrased it, but he already knew most everything the Tangled Servant was about to share, so it was sufficient that only the young ones were gathered.
He smiled down tenderly at the youngest of them, whom Jansu had introduced in a succinct, beautiful way.
She is a little hawk, my Eyas.
The fastest learner here, observant and ready. Palace servant Saqri’s granddaughter.
Too early in her life, she knew things about the evil of men that no child should be aware of.
But somehow, she still allowed hope to grow her wings; she’s still eager to fly from the confines of the world into the spaciousness of the sky.
She is eager for a freer world.
“Do you know that a fledgling doesn’t learn to fly?” The Tangled Servant started with that. Both to ease the tension in the group, so apparent in the air, and to help ease Eyas into the conversation. Birds were her specialty, he knew from Jansu.
She looked at him, gaze bright and steady.
“Do we learn to walk? Do we learn to breathe?” The Tangled Servant decided to take a seat in the circle before going on. He’d been standing, holding on to the gong and pestle, but now he put them away and sat down on the floor, crossed his legs, and placed his hands on his knees, knuckles up, fingers restfully cupping kneecaps. “We breathe. We walk. We fly. We don’t learn them; we do them.”
A slow smile spread on Eyas’s face. That emboldened the Tangled Servant. He turned first to Nayf, then Nada. “I am Hasuf Mukhtar; I was your grandmother’s advisor for many years in the Chamber of Diwan, one of her many advisors. My expertise was spiritual matters, for she was one of the few leaders remaining in the world who recognized that realm.” Hasuf tried not to look at Nayf pointedly when he said the latter.
He had a feeling that Nayf didn’t believe in the spiritual. He had a feeling Nada would be inclined to, given time.
He was certain Eyas and Khalda believed. Anyone who paid attention to those others living among humans—such as birds, such as plants—knew of the spiritual.
He looked to his right, at Raisa.
She wasn’t altered by the consciousness of ALIGN, according to Nada.
There was hope for her, too, then.
“For the past eight years, except in the few times I’ve ventured from this cave, I’ve been alone with the Alone. This is the only reason I’m here, ready to fly with you at my old age. Jansu says he doesn’t believe in a central authority having power over us.” Hasuf brought his hands together in his lap, right hand in the palm of his left, both palms facing up in surrender. Humility and hope were needed for all that he was to share next. “I do believe in it, though.”
“Upper Earth?” Nada asked, passion thawing the previous frozen monotone in her voice. “ALIGN?”
“No. Before we go there, let me ask you: Whatever led you here to my cave, what you asked others to do, would you yourself have submitted to?” He started with Nayf. “You asked Khalda to take you to the records, without disclosing to her the danger she could enter into by agreeing to accompany you. If someone had so boldly demanded that of you, like you did of her, would you have done so?”
Nayf lowered his lids, closing his expression off. If Hasuf hadn’t spent time with the young man, he would have thought him cold, aloof. “It was something I promised to do in secret. I don’t blindly trust everyone I meet.”
“Even one who isn’t an enemy, who has been oppressed by your enemy?”
Nayf shook his head and rested it back on the wall until his chin rose, as though retreating into his mind. Hasuf turned to Khalda. “In the years we’ve known each other, you’ve never once asked me why your family collected records. Until you were pushed to. Why?”
Khalda simply stared at him, eyes wide.
“Nada. I’m not going to ask you anything.” Hasuf lowered his eyes. “I think you’ve already asked yourself the question I was going to.”
Nada nodded, rocking slightly, arms wrapped around her knees. “I never would have asked myself to do something I didn’t believe in. Like I asked Musaid to. To go against his orders, his beliefs, to land the carrier. I wouldn’t have let anyone force me into anything.”
“That is finding your way to the One. To move away from asking of others what you would hate for yourself, to move toward feeling the pain of others, to bind ourselves to each other so as to be flowing from the same source to the same source.” Hasuf looked up at each of them. “Reject that which pulls the world down, that which frays the fibers that hold us, and you’ll be free to see the way forward. Only through rejection of all that is ugly and hateful can we find the beauty in life.”
Nayf shook his head slightly, so slightly Hasuf wasn’t sure he had. “This sounds dangerously close to propaganda. That which Upper Earth manufactures and feeds us to make us feel good enough to let them mow over us.”
“Do you know the allegory of the cave? Plato?” Hasuf asked. “We are in the optimal place to discuss it.”
“We are confined by the limits of our existences, by what we experience.” Nayf straightened his head and looked at Hasuf squarely while reciting what he knew. “Those in the cave see only the shadows and lights played for them; those outside, who’ve experienced more, are aware there is the beyond, the better. Again, are you feeding us platitudes to make us accept the Enlightenment?” He leaned forward. “Because, you may not know it, but while I’m with the Ahraar, it’s as a participant, not like Nada, who is one hundred percent committed. If the Enlightenment goes through, I will have scoped out my own little cave and burrowed in there. You will find me gone.”
Hasuf drew in a breath and suddenly stood up. He walked to the large water jug and raised the lid. After dipping the deep ladle attached by a long chain to the jug’s handle, he lifted it and took it to the bucket he washed dishes in. He poured this water on his right hand and washed his face.
He knew it was flushed with uncharacteristic anger.
Nayf had a deep chip on his shoulder, wedged by some axe Hasuf did not know of.
Arrogance. It must be arrogance.
Arrogance leads to lying.
Lies birth tyranny.
Hasuf knew this keenly.
He wiped the last of the water in his cupped hand on his brow and pushed the ladle back into the handle of the water jug, his anger mostly doused.
Please, let me get through to them.
He turned. “To start a big fire, you need good kindling. Kindling is small. Kindling is dry and parched. It has no other use on the forest floor except to feed a fire. Maybe a fire fanned to grow and burn down a dry, thirsty world.” He walked back to his prior spot and sat down and, this time, looked at each of them assembled in turn, fairly, gently. But when he next spoke, his voice was grave, unwavering. “That is the analogy being used on you all.”
They sat quiet, Raisa staring at him—he couldn’t tell if it was a look of disbelief or of processing. Nayf listened, eyebrows at ease, not arrogant nor irked like a moment ago, but contemplative.
Nada looked vulnerable; Khalda, sad.
Eyas sat up, still bright-eyed.
“I prefer the analogy of a bird. As a baby, it is treasured, taken care of. It is then exposed to the world, observing, taking in. Still warmed. Once it develops feathers for flight, it flies. Even if it falters, even if its feathers are not fully fledged, precisely because it longs for freedom, it picks itself up and attempts to soar again and again.” Hasuf looked up into the air as though birds in flight now graced the cave. “Our souls are like birds, never meant to be enslaved by anyone. A soul needs freedom to find its way to the source that holds the entirety of existence, together for eternity.” He softened his tone. “That is our purpose. Not to burn down the Enlightenment Centers, not to blow up Upper Earth, not to stop the Enlightenment. It is to stop the colonization of our minds, hearts, and souls; it is to stop our enslavement. Without knowing that, we will never free ourselves from any tyranny—whether from the palace or ALIGN or shadow gangs, whether it’s from others in our social circles, whatever it is.”
Raisa spoke quietly. “You don’t protest the Enlightenment?”
“Of course I do. I merely said that’s not the end goal—simply to stop people from being scalplinked. The Enlightenment is a process by which citizens will be knitted optogenetically into a system that shapes their thinking. That feeds them an optimal sense of themselves and their world. The architects of the system said it is for humanity to exist in peace, to make up for the destruction that led us to the Great Catastrophe. But, and forgive my passion here”—Hasuf held up his right index finger and then stabbed it on the floor repeatedly, in emphasis of each word he next spoke—“no one has the right to program a single person in this world! No one has the right to put people in Plato’s cave and play them a show, crafted outside of their experiences! One that has nothing to do with who they are! We are not to be led by lies but by truth!”
“That is what the records are for,” Khalda burst out. “So we remember the truths we know. So we remember who we are.”
“That is why they were buried. To be unearthed and reabsorbed to delete the reprogramming.” Hasuf nodded. “Because that is ALIGN’s ultimate goal: to reprogram us.”
“But aren’t we programmed from the second we’re born? That is what schooling is. That is what parents do,” Raisa said. “You on Lower Earth have been programmed to believe certain things about us in Upper Earth, while, yes, I was programmed to believe things about you down here.”
“Of course everyone is programmed; of course we are shaped by what exists around us. But at some point, when we fledge, when we seek freedom, we should decide on our programming. We should choose who writes our code.” Hasuf stacked his palms on top of each other again and then looked at both Nayf and Nada in turn. To lay his palms like this was his way to surrender with humility. “Long ago, through your grandmother’s help, I chose to be coded by what I believe is the source of all. Nushba is from a family that kept this code alive long after it began leaving Earth. She was the last of her family to carry it.” He looked back at his palms to avoid staring at the twins. He didn’t believe they were inclined to his and Nushba’s beliefs, so he didn’t want to belabor it. “For me, it makes life easier. To have something to live up to each day I wake. Again, that is why I’m here with you, energized, ready to help you fly. It is because I don’t answer to people, whether it is those in power or those with me; I answer only to my coder. The One.”
Nayf dropped his gaze. Nada lay her hands in her lap almost morosely. Raisa drew her knees close to her.
Only Khalda and Eyas looked inspired.
“Fledgling.” Hasuf thought he whispered it, but Khalda reached over and hugged Eyas to her as though he was speaking only to her, the youngest one. Maybe he was—maybe she was the only one who’d listen to him. “The seeds of the destruction of a civilization are within it. The seeds of its upliftment are within it too. And the fledgling carries the seeds. It carries hope.”
“Like Nene Nushba’s favorite poem.” Nada spoke quietly. “ ‘Hope is the thing with feathers / That perches in the soul, / And sings the tune without the words, / And never stops at all…’ ”
Hasuf nodded, thrilled the memory of Nushba had joined their circle now in this way. “Yes, she actually influenced the young revolutionaries to use the term fledglings for themselves, to distinguish themselves from the violence associated with the group. Because it is not revenge that guides them, but the hope of a better world. That thing with feathers.”
“So there isn’t only one Fledgling.” Raisa’s eyes were activated now. “Like Lower Earth was being fed. As though it was me.”
“Or me, like some of Lower Earth spread,” Nada said.
“Your grandmother never said it was one person. It is all of you. All those who choose their course in life to be in the service of ushering in better days for humanity.”
Nayf let out a sigh, and when Hasuf shot him a glance, the boy lowered his head. He looked tired.
Hasuf nodded again, this time to himself. Of course. The boy doesn’t want to be lectured at. By old people—by himself with a walking stick, by the sacred that came before him, by his grandmother, long gone.
Should I attempt to break through to the others, or…was that it?
He didn’t feel good leaving them like this.
But they would need to be left; they would need to go.
There was work to be done.
Breathe, walk, fly.
Nayf’s head was still lowered, and Hasuf decided to take that as a good sign.
He’d come to a monumental decision before he struck the gong to start the meeting—mostly due to the time left.
For Lower Earth, for his time left on it.
And perhaps due to Nayf’s bowed head, which now communicated some humility.
For Hasuf had learned something from his many years in the cave, that which Nushba had spoken about many times, that he’d thought he understood back then but hadn’t: Humility, being the very opposite of tyranny, always leads to truth.















13th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF FINDING THE KEY TO PEACE
The more the Tangled Servant went on, the more Nayf wanted to get up and walk away.
Though he loved words, he felt like he was drowning in those coming from the elderly man’s mouth now.
Words so murky with ideological fervor—which Nayf had learned, from all his readings of history, to be supremely wary of.
He tipped his head back to lean it against the stone wall again, fatigued, letting his eyes wander the cave.
The cave he coveted.
It exuded the comfort of a cozy home, something he’d never truly known.
Imagine having a place to come back to each day—
That train of thought crashed to an abrupt end as his gaze settled on the niched shelf holding knickknacks.
The bracelet framed as art.
Nene Nushba’s?
A memory slid into his mind of Nene Nushba holding a briefcase as she walked down the hall to the Chamber of Diwan. Of Saqri emerging from the kitchens Nayf had just exited after lunch, of his nanny calling out to his grandmother.
When Nene Nushba walked back to her, Saqri passed her a bracelet.
Nene Nushba examined it carefully and then nodded as though satisfied. “Put it in my jewelry case. And please thank Aria and Abdu for me.”
Aria and Abdu.
Khalda’s parents.
Nayf was nine when he watched this exchange between Nene Nushba and Saqri, the year of the records he was looking for from his grandmother.
Ngwale had said Nene Nushba had kept copies of the treaty in various places to ensure their security…
Nayf remembered reading that some societies of the past, under threat of impending conquest, had hidden important documents in jewelry or turned them into other objects to escape detection from their colonizers, who often set their works ablaze upon discovery.
Someone was talking, but Nayf got up and walked out of the circle. As he made his way to the niche in the cave wall, he became aware that the group behind him had fallen silent.
He slid the framed bracelet away from the wall and the clutter on the shelf. Underneath the glass frame, perching on two tiny nails, the bracelet’s beads were cherry-blossom pink and cinnarose-tea pink and mellow-orange-peony pink, his grandmother’s favorite colors.
The bracelet reminded Nayf of Nene Nushba’s grace and strength and unwavering conviction in good.
Nayf felt himself tearing up, but he quickly swallowed his pain and turned around, clear eyes on the Tangled Servant. “Where did you get this?”
The Tangled Servant looked perplexed at the question. “It was the only thing left of Nushba’s jewelry among her effects. They took all the gold and silver. I kept it as a memento of her.”
“I think this may be what we’re looking for. The treaty.”
The old man got to his feet so fast, he would have fallen had Nada not moved to help steady him.
As he walked to Nayf, the Tangled Servant spoke as though to himself, as though reciting something from memory. “We store ourselves in secret places to escape scrutiny from those who, even as they pillage our Earth of its resources, strive also to suppress truth.”
Nayf handed him the frame, and the Tangled Servant turned it around. With shaking hands, he opened up the clasps that held the backing and took it apart. Setting the frame parts back in the niche, he lay the bracelet in his left palm and felt each bead, rolling it in between his fingers and squeezing. Dust and then chips of clear coating sprinkled into his hand. “Shellac. You may be right.”
The old man looked up at Nayf, his face one of elation mixed with sadness, and then turned to the group, still seated. “This is why we must preserve truths.” His eyes filled with tears. “Even though she left this world, Nushba may have provided the way out of our troubles.”
A silence blanketed them again as they watched the old man’s tears fall, Nayf feeling uncomfortable, wanting to get the bracelet back in his hands to take it apart, until Khalda spoke up, her voice firm. “I would like to record everyone’s accounts, what they’d like to store.” She looked around at each of them, her gaze unwavering. “I’ll stay up all night if I have to. I accept that I’m the last record-keeper.”
“I’ll share mine,” Raisa said. “The events in my life that led to this moment in time.”
Nayf noticed that though Raisa spoke confidently, she lacked the pretension she’d shown earlier. His own reserve broke down a bit. He spoke to Khalda. “I think Jansu picked up a voice recorder from the hive. You can just have people speak and then transcribe later.”
She nodded, and to Nayf, who’d seen her first emerging from her underground home despondent, her transformation was stunning. She looked truly inspired.
“True fledglings. Looking for seeds of upliftment scattered in the chaos.” The Tangled Servant beamed at the assembled group through his tears. “While our treasures may be stolen and fuel the cities of those above us and fill their museums, remember: Our real treasures are who we are and what we value. We must tend to these treasures so our souls never surrender.” He lifted up the bracelet. “Now we need to open this up.”
Nayf held his hand out, relieved to have something to do.
The Tangled Servant shook his head. “Let someone else extract the treaty. You and I need to prepare ourselves to present it. We are going to Upper Earth.”















14th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
JANSU OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A FOOLISH ESCAPE
When Jansu returned with the small game he’d caught, the mood was quiet but with a strange mix of lift and gravity to it.
Judging by the weight of the silence during dinner, Jansu thought Hasuf must have shared a lot. He hoped he had shared everything, including the old man’s place in it all. He hoped he’d told them about the Architect and the Engineer, about the amira and the queen of the hive.
He’d heard rumors about Hasuf and the amira, but Jansu preferred substantiated facts over gossip.
Now, as he flipped to lie on his left side on the woven mat, seeking elusive sleep, Boston’s console beeped faintly from behind him. He flipped over to pick up the console and turn its camera on.
He got a clear view of what Boston saw: Nada and Raisa furtively leaving the cave, Raisa without her case, Nada holding a flashlight.
Jansu bolted up, grabbed his trailhunt, and, using the light from the console, traced his way through the labyrinth that led to the entrance of the cave.
They have to be stopped.
He’d seen palace guards twice while hunting earlier, and the only reason they hadn’t scanned him with their equipment was that before he set out to hunt, he’d pulled out and shoved on his deadsuit from the Bollinger trunk. The coverall had camouflaged his thermal energy to scanners and made it appear as either chlorophyll, compost, or minerals, depending on his vicinity.
When he reached Boston, he opened up his command center and changed the range settings for his sensors to detect farther. Then he slowly moved the dog’s head from right to left. Before he completed a full arc, two thermal masses showed up on-screen.
He sighed in relief. They’d only made it twenty yards or so through the rocky terrain. He set Boston at ease and lifted the trailhunt to his eye and turned the dials until the single-lens night vision provided him some aid to go out there to track the girls.
He moved quietly, quickly, like the hunter he was. He wasn’t planning on surprising them, but the scream Raisa let out upon turning around to find him pointing a gun at her from yards away jolted him.
When Nada shone the full beam of the flashlight directly at his face, he lowered the trailhunt and lifted a hand to block his eyes. “Turn that away.”
“Turn the gun away.” Nada spoke firmly, and he could finally see the girl who’d joined the Ahraar reemerging.
The girl full of sadness was gone.
He lay the trailhunt on the ground. “Down below, in the forest, it’s crawling with palace guards. And I believe I even sighted Guardian soldiers when I was hunting earlier. Teal and silver, right? Their uniforms?” He was sure Raisa saw him look inquiringly at her in the light Nada shone on a tree. She didn’t respond, though.
Nada did. “We decided to start early. Our destination is far away.”
“Can I ask where her mother is?”
“I can’t say.”
“Nada, I can’t let you go off like this. Without knowing where you’re going.”
Now Raisa spoke. “I already told you before. She’s taking me to my mother.”
“And why, Nada, is that so important to someone supporting the Ahraar?” He didn’t clarify: Why is it so important to the Originals?
“Jansu, you’re not my guard anymore.” Nada shook her head. “We already told you where we’re going. We don’t have time to lose. And we have a plan.”
“Is getting captured part of the plan?” Jansu asked, wondering if he should simply overpower them and force them back to the cave. Maybe the others could talk sense into them. Especially Nada’s brother.
“Let’s leave.” Raisa spoke firmly.
Aeon’s daughter all right.
Jansu’s heart sank as they turned around, their light leaving as they scurried down the sloped rock.
“Here!” They didn’t turn. The flashlight was still moving away from him.
“Take the gun,” he insisted, now lowering his voice, regretting having shouted before.
The light of the flashlight stayed in place. Nada turned around, this time aiming the light at his feet. “What?”
“You’ll need it. It’s a trailhunt. Do you know how to use it?”
Nada scrambled up, the light zigzagging as she tried to move quickly to him.
When Raisa joined them, he gave them both a quick rundown, and then, his heart sinking further, he watched them go off until he no longer had the spark from their light to help guide his return to the cave.
Jansu turned his console on and followed the faint glow back.















14th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
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LEIN OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A PROLOGUE
He watched the gun move down the mountain.
He’d been watching it for a while—ever since, through Musaid’s scalplink, he’d caught the man kindly tending to a parched Musaid in the desert, where the palace guards had been instructed to leave him in the sand.
A man in fine black-and-brown clothes who said his name was Anton.
Through a carefully selected series of questions Lein fed Musaid to ask, Anton told him that it was his partner who had fled the scene, who’d rescued Nada. Jansu.
But then he also confessed he wasn’t too worried, because the ex-friend had taken Anton’s gun, a trailhunt, which was tagged.
He’d be able to track it later, he explained to Musaid.
A thrilled Lein decided to let Musaid be taken care of by Anton, nursed back to health, to good spirits.
Because Lein was now in excellent spirits.
He’d set to spending the day searching live satellite video, zooming in and out on various tagged movements.
By late afternoon, he’d finally seen something that gave him hope: a tagged item and thermal masses, animals, that died one after the other.
Someone hunting. Wearing a deadsuit—so, a real hunter.
From then, the gun had moved around a lot. Heading out of the forest, deep into a mountainside, after which Lein had lost track of it.
But now it was making its way into the forest.
At night.
Which meant something was afoot.
He zoomed in, activating night thermal vision on the scene, and saw there were two humans moving with the tag he’d been following, the one he hoped was the gun he was tracking.
There was a light with them.
And, as he watched in eerie fascination at the sudden appearance of the two people walking, like a childish yet sophisticated peekaboo game, it dawned on him that his hard work attempting to track Anton’s gun for almost an entire day may have paid off:
He was certain he was tracking Raisa and Nada.
He hadn’t laughed in a long time; he couldn’t remember the last time he’d allowed himself to really give in to his joy, but now he took his hands from the desk and let them drop off the sides of the chair arms, tipped his head back, and laughed with true abandon.
He rolled away from his desk and stood up, elated. What a bonanza: two birds with one stone!
One gun.
He sat back down, rolled himself back to his desk, and poured some water, adding double the Surge drops before swirling. There was a lot to do.
But first, he had to activate Musaid.
It was time for tea.




Part Nine
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LOWER EARTH
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NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A POEM AND A PRAYER
The dew reached a cold finger through her clothes and nudged Nada awake.
The upper arm of her jacket was soaked. She unbent this arm from cradling her head against the hard ground and sat up.
She wished Raisa had listened to her suggestion not to leave the cave last night. If they had slept through the night and left in the morning, they would have had more time to rest. It wouldn’t have resulted in a pause only hours before dawn—snoozing in the undergrowth, one eye open for dangers, creepy crawlies exploring her. She sat up and flicked three June beetles off her.
Lazy light filtered through the trees and illuminated the decaying forest. There were still patches of frosty greens and young fresh green amid the fall colors.
They couldn’t do this again. Sleep outdoors. It was freezing.
Her joints creaked like she was ninety, not nineteen.
She’d have to find a route that cut through a village before night fell tonight. From Salwe, she knew there was always a bed and a breakfast to find among the simple homes of such places. She’d already convinced Raisa to use the head cover attached to their shirts—it made them seem less suspicious to anyone they’d chance upon, made them seem more familiar—and now she’d need to show her how to bring one end of the head cover down to shield their faces, to escape potential identity detection as they mingled among the people.
Raisa’s sleeping spot was empty. She must have gone to the river to wash up.
Nada picked up the trailhunt.
As she walked, shaking out the stiffness in her legs, she looked for Raisa’s red scarf among the stillness punctuated by birdsong.



To protect themselves from the evening chill, they’d wound the red scarves around each other’s heads before they’d slept, after they finished eating some of the leftover bread they’d taken with them, another example of Khalda’s delicious handiwork, made this time for dinner last night.
“My scarf is from your mother too. She said you’d have one also, that it would connect us, and get you prepared to meet her again.” In the light of the flashlight resting on a tree stump, pointing up again, like in the cave, Nada had draped the thick red cloth around Raisa’s head. “It’s warmer than Upper Earth silk. It represents us down below. Your mother taught me that.”
“Dame Kizuwanda told me the same thing. I’m worried about her now. Before I left, she said she wasn’t sure she’d be able to leave Upper Earth again. And if Papa knows somehow that she helped me…” Raisa had looked right into Nada’s eyes as she’d said that, her voice faltering at the end. “I didn’t realize what kind of danger Dame Kizuwanda might be in until I spoke to Naglaa about her while you were sleeping at the hive. What if what Jansu said happens? The rockets? And she gets hurt…?”
Then the tears had begun to fall.
While Raisa didn’t look away in shame, while she held Nada’s gaze as she cried in the faint light, she trembled, and Nada felt it under her hands and fingers as she adjusted the rough silk folds to tuck the odd strand of hair in.
“Salwe won’t let that happen. Upper Earth won’t get attacked while Kizuwanda is up there. She loves Kizuwanda.”
Raisa nodded. “I’m certain Dame Kizuwanda loves her too.”
“And your mother will listen to you. She said you were her heart that got taken away. She lived the last decade waiting for you. But not idly. She got ready. To receive you in her arms again.” Nada suddenly leaned in and hugged Raisa, because this had now occurred to her: Here is a friend. “Cry, but I hope it’s not only from sadness. I hope it’s also from happiness. Tomorrow, you’ll see your mother afresh for the second time. The first was when you saw her face when you arrived in this world.”
Raisa relaxed into the hug, and Nada realized the girl had been holding herself tensely all along. A tenderness bloomed inside Nada, and she found herself stroking Raisa’s back, found herself absorbing a shuddering exhale, and then the sobs that broke something deep in Raisa.
She cried into Nada’s shoulder, and Nada kept still and soft, gladly offering her sweater to soak in the tears.
These tears must have been pent up for a decade.
Nada dared not move away until the sobs subsided. Then she lowered Raisa slowly until they both lay on the ground, and reached one hand over to turn off the flashlight and the other to clasp her friend’s hand.
After the few minutes it took for her eyesight to adjust to the darkness, the sky revealed itself in its splendor. Twinkling lights. The spaciousness.
The vastness of possibility.
And Nada let herself dream with eyes wide open to the encouraging night: It was possible to get Raisa to her mother.
It was possible for Nayf to break Upper Earth’s hold by presenting the treaty.
It was even possible for Lein to stop hurting Musaid.
Possible for Musaid and her to—
“What was that poem you shared yesterday?” Raisa asked.
“ ‘Hope is the thing with feathers / That perches in the soul, / And sings the tune without the words, / And never stops at all…’ ” Nada turned to Raisa and saw the other girl was still looking at Nada’s face, not at the sky as Nada had been. “I know the rest, but I also knew Nayf didn’t want to hear it yesterday.”
“Why?”
Nada didn’t want to say, wanting to protect her brother.
But when does trust enter a relationship?
What the Tangled Servant had said so long ago to her and Musaid came to her: The world is harsh. And life is short. We don’t know how many more days we will wake to.
“Because Nayf doesn’t have hope. He lost it all in one day. He wants to hide away from the whole world now.”
“How?” Raisa pulled her hand from Nada’s clasp and partially sat up and twisted, one elbow and forearm supporting her upper body, to stare down at Nada. “How does someone even lose hope in one day?”
“He let someone down.” Nada closed her eyes from the pain of the memory, then opened them to stare at the glitter far above her instead of succumbing to the sorrow of remembering. “It was Lein. Our cousin. Your—”
Raisa lay back down. “What did Nayf do?”
“I want you to ask him one day, Raisa.” Nada sat up abruptly, and now it was her turn to look down at Raisa. “I want my brother to become a guardian. If Amir Gauis goes, and Lein does, too, he’ll become amir of Lower Earth, as he’s a few minutes older than me. I don’t think the Council of Guardians will ever go away. If Nayf’s on there, he can help. He knows so much. He never stops learning. It’s only his views of himself that hold him back.”
Raisa sat up too, and now they faced each other, legs crossed, knees touching. “You two look like each other.”
“We’re twins. We’re one soul split in two. That’s what our grandmother always said.” Nada took both Raisa’s hands in hers. “I know when Nayf goes to Upper Earth to present the treaty, he may be set up for failure. Will you go up there and support him if that happens?”
Raisa nodded. “Promise to be by my side when I do.” She looked down with uncharacteristic shyness. “I feel strangely strong when I’m with you. Not only strong outwardly. Strong inside, strong for things I never knew of before.”
“I don’t ever want to go to Upper Earth. But I promise I’ll be there in spirit.” Nada smiled. “I know I’m short, but I’ll make my spirit tall enough to reach up there.” She tipped her head to look at the sky, and still holding hands, they lay back in unison, smiles on both their faces. “Nayf has always tended to see the dark ahead, but I believe what Nene Nushba taught me: If you can count five blessings before you even open your eyes to the morning, your day has already been made. Everything can be lit by the sun in your heart.”
The strangely peaceful moment of love and mirth led to a beautiful silence, and Nada filled it with a soft but firm voice, sure Raisa would welcome it.
Hope is the thing with feathers


That perches in the soul,


And sings the tune without the words,


And never stops at all,


And sweetest in the gale is heard;


And sore must be the storm


That could abash the little bird


That kept so many warm.


I’ve heard it in the chillest land,


And on the strangest sea;


Yet, never, in extremity,


It asked a crumb of me.


When she finished, Raisa was sleeping.
Nada gently extracted her hand out of Raisa’s grasp and flipped on her side.
It was her turn to weep quietly.
Her newest friend had reminded her of her first friend, her best one, of meeting him in the kitchen when she was five and he was six.
She cried for their love that never was.
But then she remembered the Tangled Servant’s gentle assurances and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Before she and Raisa had left the cave, Nada had had some time with the old man to talk about Musaid.
It had consoled her.
Murrabi Hasuf knew of their love, he’d joined them under the One, and due to that, he’d conveyed his conviction that the One would watch over their love.
Please, please, let me see him again; let me love him again; let me say sorry. Nada found herself turning on her back to whisper this to that which was beyond the sky, to…what was it that the murrabi said…? That which holds the entirety of existence together.
She just wanted to give her wish a chance to fly and find its way to something beyond the terrible constraints of her world.



With the gun strap on her shoulders, the trailhunt hitting her legs in rhythm with her steps, Nada walked through the leaves littered on the ground, snapping dried twigs in the undergrowth leading to the banks of the river.
As she expected, the red-scarfed head was by the water.
But there was someone with Raisa.
He turned, and Nada’s heart exploded.
How—
Hope is the thing with feathers—is a wish uttered to the beyond, the One, the same?
Did it soar to the heavens to be answered so fast?
She ran like the wind down the riverbank, unstrapping the trail hunt and laying it on the ground gently when she got close, and—
The way this world is, it is best to commit to love more quickly than slowly. Now rather than later. With joy, and not in fear of time running out.
She jumped into Musaid’s arms.















14th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
MY LOVE AND A LOVE NEST
Even though he only saw her eyes, he couldn’t stop staring at her.
At a mostly empty teahouse on the outskirt of Verg, in the sweatshop district, Musaid sat with Nada and Raisa, their black head covers brought forward to shield half their faces, to hide them from curious—or worse, suspicious—onlookers.
And he—he was scalplinkless!
They were all free—Musaid free to think without inhibition, the girls free of scrutiny.
Musaid had become giddy the moment Nada had said yes to his—or was it Lein’s?—suggestion for a detour to the café in the old land carrier Anton had lent him, a camouflage-green-painted pickup truck with a double cab.
“Only because it’s on the way to where we’re ultimately headed,” Nada had said, leaning into Musaid as he drove them away from the forest where he’d found them. Anton’s guiding device had expertly honed in on the gun Nada had just thrown in the back of the land carrier. “And because you’ll take us a bit farther to make up for the lost time, right? Like maybe the entire rest of the way? In this old but mighty good land carrier?” She’d slapped the bench seat she sat on. Then she’d turned on the sound system, and a crackling voice gravely announced, “Winter, Allegro non molto, Vivaldi, performed by the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra.”
She’d turned the dial, and the same voice had repeated, “Winter, Allegro non molto, Vivaldi, performed by the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra.” Each station had been the same. “Okay, this is creepy, but it’ll do!”
Then Nada had proceeded to conduct the symphony as it played, swaying dramatically at sudden turns in the music.
Raisa had laughed from the back seat, and Musaid had joined her, tightening his arm around Nada’s slight frame. Before she’d fallen asleep against him, she’d taken out her slim, short notebook, and with a pen the length of a paper clip, she’d written tiny words. “My records of yesterday, to add to those Khalda collected in the cave.”
“Records? You have them too?” Musaid remembered picking up and driving back Nene Nushba’s record-keepers, always from different locations, once a week when he began driving for the palace at thirteen. He remembered trying to find Nene Nushba’s records of his parents’ death. Of getting Nada in trouble—no, today was only for happiness. “I thought they were only for important people.”
“See, this is what happens when you hang around with Lein too much.” Nada shook her head, pretending to be mad. “Everyone is important in their own way, Musaid. Even you.” She poked him with the pen before shoving it, along with her notebook, into her pocket.
“Yeah, because I’m your driver—that’s my only importance to you.” He was so relieved that she was being playful, that the argument didn’t devolve into a Lein is ruining the world argument.
“And you’re also my big important pillow. Don’t forget that. Now let me sleep without the bugs and rocks I’ve been sleeping with the last few days.” She settled into him and pulled her legs up on the bench so that she was curled up tight against him, almost the whole of her, and it was the best thing that had happened to him in a long time.



Now, at the teahouse, Nada talked the tea-maker into being allowed to slip behind the counter to make “Musaid’s special tea.”
As soon as Musaid took the first sip, he gagged. “What is this?”
It was sickeningly sweet. She had dumped a bunch of sugar in, and now she undid her face cover and showed him her saccharine smile, eyes scrunched up tight as though they were a dam against all the joy ready to burst out of her.
He shook his head at her and swallowed painfully, grimacing.
“Remember Nene Nushba told me to do that?” She laughed into his face. “Or, hey, would you rather I added salt?”
He laughed, and they took turns telling Raisa about Nene Nushba’s family tradition with marriage proposals.
“The murrabi joined us together already,” Nada said, reaching for Musaid’s hand.
He was ecstatic at all the touching she was doing.
She’d never been so…so free before.
He wove his fingers through hers and held tight.
“Murrabi? Is that a title in the Ahraar?” Raisa removed her face cover to take a sip of sunshine lychee tea, the most expensive drink at the teahouse. Musaid had seen them make it at the Silk Road Teahouse before; the liquid had to sit in the sun for a day, and dried lychees and lime were added at intervals to layer the flavors.
“No, a murrabi is a learned, wise, spiritual one who is also kind and giving. He’s someone who has spent a lot of time putting his learning into practice.”
“We saw him again, Musaid,” Nada said, and they spent the rest of their teatime catching up.



The Underground.
The love nest.
Get her away—to yourself, for yourself.
Musaid reached up to his forehead subconsciously. There wasn’t a scalplink attached, but he heard Lein’s voice clearly as they left the café.
Oh.
Before Musaid had gone to find the girls, Lein had drilled his instructions repeatedly into him via the scalplink.
Now they felt like a hat you’d worn for so long that, long after removing it, you felt it binding your head still—so much so, you found yourself subconsciously patting your head in search of it.
Lein’s directions bound him subconsciously now.
But in this case it was not a command, but a gift.
Something beautiful, in fact.
In apology for the torture he’d meted to Musaid, Lein had prepared for them, the lovebirds, he’d called them, a place to meet—as he’d promised Musaid at the start of the mission.
Lein’s voice entered Musaid’s thoughts again: Now you only need to get her away from Raisa. Ask her if she’ll spend some time in the markets while you and Nada have a moment.
Raisa will be safe there—we’ll make sure it’s crawling with heightened security. Undercover palace guards as well as Guardian soldiers, also undercover.
Don’t tell her about that of course. It might make her nervous. Simply assure her you’ll be there for her should she need you. Give her the comm device.
Now, on the street outside the teahouse, Musaid let Nada walk ahead a bit so he could fall back with Raisa. “Do you think I could have some time with her alone?”
“Oh.” Raisa looked around at the boarded-up storefronts and industrial spaces they were walking by. She hesitated and then looked at Musaid. “Oh. I’ll…”
“We’ll walk with you to the market. It’s a small one, a village market really, but you’ll have lots to look at. It’s safe too,” Musaid assured her, holding out the thin black comm device. “Just keep your face covered for extra protection. And use this if you need to get in touch with me. I have one too. We can speak if we’re within range. Just don’t leave the market.” He looked expectantly at her.
Raisa nodded slowly, reaching out for the comm, and he felt the beginnings of elation.



Your mission is to extract the name and location of the leader of the Ahraar.
The love nest fulfills my promise to you,
but it’s also an investment in ALIGN’s future. It’s outfitted with unbelievable Upper Earth technology—we will find out who the leader is even if Nada simply thinks it.
Just make sure you get the name and location first before anything else. We can shut down the read of Nada’s thoughts right after so you two are then left alone.



He’d memorized the way. It was easy.
It was a building like Atlantis, where his aunt lived, but in a deserted place, off the road that led to the sweatshops. The Titanic, it was called.
The Titanic was sunken and decrepit, too, like Atlantis, but inside, it was unbelievably gorgeous.
Lein had opened up an image of it earlier, and now, when Musaid unlocked the door to the suite, it was exactly as he’d seen it in the aura.
The most beautiful underground home ever. Prepared by Lein’s men from the palace.
Nada, excited the moment he told her he wanted to show her the Underground as she’d asked so long ago—from the very first moment they’d met in fact—now gasped. “This isn’t what I imagined!”
Lein had shown Musaid some possibilities for the love nest—most of them had been very Upper Earth in aesthetics, and Musaid had said that for Nada, it had to be different.
She loved the warmth and coziness of simple homes in the towns of Lower Earth. Wood grain, natural materials, stone, the lushness of earth.
Now the studio apartment lay before them as though it were a theater set for a play in an enchanted forest. The walls were a dark sage green, the bed made of strikingly orange-hued cherrywood, the sheets a mix of greens with several light brown waffle weave blankets piled on. Plants filled the space and even trickled down from the ceiling, various vines that provided a perfect canopy for two in love.
“Ohhh.” Nada walked to the thick wooden dining table. The surface was bare except for a glass square embedded into a larger black square. “Like Nene Nushba’s.”
“Press it.” Musaid’s smile grew upon seeing her expression as the notes began to play.
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LOWER EARTH
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NADA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF PERFECTION
There were no words.
Just the sound of instruments playing “Perfect” flowing magically around us as Musaid lifted me up and sat on the side of the bed, me against him, cradled in his lap, sheltered by his arms now.
I listened to his heartbeats, and to my ears, they seemed to slowly settle in harmony with the music.
Was there a better moment in the world?
The moment I’d asked for—not just when I was young, wanting to come down here to see where Musaid lived, but even this morning.
To have more time with him.
The old man’s voice entered my thoughts: What you asked others to do, would you yourself have submitted to? “I’m sorry, Musaid. For asking you to land the carrier. For bringing you into something you didn’t want to be a part of.”
“I didn’t bring you down here for you to apologize.” He fit a finger tenderly under my chin and lifted it. “I brought you down for something I’ve been waiting too long for.”
His lips were so gentle as they touched mine that I shuddered. The arm around me fixed me tighter, and he shifted the hand under my chin up so that it held my face, held it still as his kisses grew quicker.
I let my mouth slowly open, and he let himself slowly explore it.
Musaid. My Musaid.
I, too, had longed for him for ages.
I moved my hand up to touch his hair, to run my fingers down his face, down his neck, as we kissed harder.
Then I drew away to look at the face that I’d watched grow with me. That I’d wondered so much about.
Now I had him here, and I just wanted to look at him as mine.
But he wasn’t looking at me—his eyes were half-closed, his breathing quick, as he unraveled my head cover and looked down at my neck, the collar of my sweater.
He said, “Can I?”
I nodded, and he slid his hands under my sweater, and I lifted my arms up to let it come straight off.
Underneath that was a shirt I’d picked out after bathing in the cave, from the pile of clean clothes the murrabi stored.
Full of tiny stiff buttons running down the front, probably a man’s formal shirt.
I smiled and lay back on the bed, moving my legs off his lap. I lay with my arms spread out, as though soaking in the sun, a grin still on my face at the hard work he had ahead.
He groaned and got up. And leaned over to straighten me so that I was in the middle of the bed.
So practical. That was my Musaid.
I smiled again, this time staring into his eyes as he climbed on the bed.
He straddled me, a shudder taking over as he looked down and, starting at the bottom, began slowly undoing each button, tenderly leaning in to kiss my lips after every one.
When I was unbuttoned to just below my throat, he stopped. “Is that…my sea glass?”
“Every single one.” I lifted up the necklace I’d painstakingly made in prison with no tools, no materials. Just snips of silk threads from the silkery I’d worked in, tied together to make string—woven carefully with fumbling fingers to shelter each gem Musaid had sent me. “Except for the ones I gave away to a little boy.”
It had taken my unartistic self almost two years to finish my necklace. I held it up now, a testimony of my love for him.
He picked it up and gently pulled it over my face and then stopped when it swept back my bangs and fit there like a hairband. “Finally, I get to see that beautiful forehead I’ve been hoping for a peek of for a thousand years.”
“And now you have a thousand more years to see it whenever you want.” I laughed as he swooped down and plastered my forehead, every inch of it, with goofy pecks.
“Now, back to work.” His voice became serious, and I closed my eyes, my face flushing as, his hands still unbuttoning, his kisses began moving down—my chin, under my jaw, down my neck.
I drew my arms in, unable to be patient any longer. My hands went around his neck. I pulled him in tighter, and he kissed me harder, still on a journey with his lips.
“Musaid, wait.” I grabbed his face and lifted it as much as I could—he was strong, tall, firm, and under him, I felt like a wisp that needed more and more of him, a strange new need growing in me.
He drew his face away. It still wore an intoxicated look. “I don’t want to wait. You know how many times I had to wait, even pause this in my head, stop imagining kissing you? You know how many times I closed myself into a coffin? You were made for me and I for you, and now I want every bit of you.”
“Wait, because I want to tell you something.”
“Can we do the telling later?”
I used all my strength to hold him up for an extra moment. “I want to tell you, before we go on, that I love you. I realized I’ve never said that before. I love you so much. And I promise I always will.”
He smiled. “I’ve loved you from the moment I knew you existed in this world, from the moment you spoke to me. I hope I’ve said ‘I love you,’ without speaking, in a thousand ways since then. If I haven’t, I don’t deserve you.”
I teared up. “You have. It’s me who hasn’t said it. Me who hasn’t shown it.”
And with that, I let us have each other.



When I woke up, I was alone.
Musaid was gone.
Maybe he went to get us food.
I decided to shower, change, and surprise him in the market. We could meet up with Raisa again.






Khalda: The above record was retrieved from the room’s cache as it captured Nada’s thoughts; the following is an account by eyewitnesses of what happened in the street.



Nada emerged from the Titanic and crossed the road in front of the shoe factory. She walked behind a warehouse and was about to step into the alleyway that led to the market when she stopped.
An old woman stood smoking at the end of the road, a trailhunt slung across her chest, casting a wide sweeping glance around the place.
All eyewitnesses said that Pax didn’t see Nada. That her back was to the girl who froze with fear on sighting the old woman.
Everyone said that all Nada had to do was duck into the alleyway, make a run for protection in the market, or maybe even run back to the Titanic suite and lock herself in.
But all eyewitnesses said she did none of those things.
Because when she looked for escape for herself, she saw Clure, clutching at her torn clothes, being dragged on the ground into a boarded-up building by a man.
Instead of running to hide, Nada ran toward Clure. She grabbed the girl, and in the surprise, Clure’s attacker let go of his hold on the diminutive girl he’d been pulling against her will.
The last thing everyone said Nada did was shove the lock across the door, sealing the man inside the building. The last thing she said was “Go!” to Clure, who scrambled to her feet and ran.
When Clure turned around, Nada had already been found and shot dead in the street by Pax.
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NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A VISIT TO UPPER EARTH
Nayf woke with a jolt.
He’d fallen asleep as the B1 rumbled through the forest to the carrier launch site.
Now he felt unnaturally wide awake, the fog amassed from days without steady sleep clearing in an instant.
Like someone had reached into his mind and flicked it free of clutter.
But it was only to reveal the opposite of what was outside the vehicle window, something that contrasted the living, pulsing earth around him, the occasional glimpses of the river, the patches of sky that showed themselves so graciously when the heaviness of the forest got too much to bear.
No, the clarity inside Nayf was arid and parched.
Doom descending on emptiness.
It must be his nerves.
He didn’t like the idea of presenting to the Council of Guardians.
He’d never been to Upper Earth, and now the possibility of seeing it challenge his preconceptions gave him anxiety.
Those must be the reasons for his mental state.
And what if Murrabi Hasuf didn’t get the clearance he needed to take me up there? The old man had left the cave a day earlier to talk to the “right people,” and since then, there hadn’t been any news.
Drink in the trees, Nayf told himself. Recharge through nature.
There is nothing to worry about when the treaty now lies here in my lap.
Khalda had soaked Nene Nushba’s beads in a solution she’d made from a recipe Murrabi Hasuf had left behind for her, and after unrolling and smoothing out the pages, she’d passed them through a water bath and even a bath filled with some scented flowers she and Eyas had picked close to the cave, before hanging them to dry using Hasuf’s clothespins on a line strung across the driest part of the cave, a spot that opened to the noon sun.
Then she’d covered the pleasantly perfumed pages with a towel and smoothed them out under the heavy weight of the Tangled Servant’s cast-iron cooking pot. Once ready, she placed them in a leather cover and bound it all with a thick leather tie.
She’d been her careful, considerate self as she’d helped Nayf prepare.
When Nayf and Jansu had left for the air carrier hangar, she’d stood with Eyas and Boston outside the entrance of the cave, wearing Murrabi Hasuf’s apron, waving, and he’d added another to-do to his list for when he got back from Upper Earth: He was going to find her, and maybe Eyas, a safe place to live. Maybe near where he and Nada would end up living.
Nada.
Don’t think about her now. She’ll find her way back after delivering Aeon’s daughter.
The last image he’d had of her—Raisa—was inside the cave, of her abruptly leaving when he arrived to see Nada.
While Raisa hadn’t looked at him, he’d seen her shutting down, closing herself off. Seen this even by the faint glow of the flashlight.
As if her sworn enemy had walked in.
Good. He didn’t want anything to do with her.
Even though he’d promised Nada he would help Raisa too. And even if Nada liked the girl; Nada liked most people—until the nefarious revealed who they were.
Maybe this Raisa was withholding her real self in front of Nada too.
Nayf shifted the portfolio on his knees and took a moment to lean over to look into the rearview mirror and clear the hair from his eyes, smooth it out a bit. Yesterday, Jansu had gone into the nearest town and purchased “presentable” clothing for him, and he’d been surprised to instantly like them.
The material was a purform knockoff, as the real thing was astronomically expensive, but while this dark blue coverall had none of the temperature-regulating properties of purform, it was comfortable and warm.
It was certainly sleek and made him sit up straighter.
He couldn’t leave his gray wool shawl behind, though, and still wore it. Something about having the hood, now dropped down his back, at the ready in case he needed a quick cover, felt safer. It also reminded him of his beloved Lower Earth.






Jansu, in a hurry to get back, let Nayf off at the hangar doors, telling him he’d received word Murrabi Hasuf was waiting inside, reminding him to refer to the old man only as Hasuf, due to Upper Earth’s understanding of him.
The reason for Jansu’s rush: One of the hive’s foragers, who did occasional spying on Anton for Jansu, had recorded some erratic movements from the hivemaster that needed to be checked out. Apparently, Anton was gone for hours before coming back and then leaving again. For a hive homebody, this was strange.
Inside the hangar—a vast warehouse milling with pilots, other employees, and passengers—the sole air carrier already parked had its steps down.
The circular hatch above the carrier was open; the sky above this not as blue as the sky Nayf and Jansu had driven under.
Nayf stepped closer to the air carrier and stood under the sky, looking up. It was a steely gray blue, like the sky had a shadow.
When Nada and Nayf were children, Nene Nushba would sometimes ask them if they’d like to come along on her trips to Upper Earth, and neither of them said yes, like Lein and Musaid had. For Nada, it was because she’d developed an idea—though Nene Nushba told her otherwise—that you could fall off the edge of Upper Earth.
For Nayf, there had been another reason, not born from fear, but from hatred.
Reading the record of his mother’s life aloud under the desk in the palace library for Nada had cemented the truth that Upper Earth hadn’t tried to help when his parents had asked.
Upper Earth had known they’d be killed, had known they’d needed help, to at least birth their children in a safe place, and still Upper Earth refused. Even though they’d said yes to Lein’s mother.
And the other wives of Gauis.
He swallowed the anger now tugging at his conscience.
At this moment in time, I only need to go up there and get this done and return home. Return to Nada…and maybe Khalda and Eyas. Those who need my help.
The door to the air carrier slid open, and the pilot appeared at the entrance. He descended the steps and swept a welcoming flourish with his hands.
Should I go in on my own?
“Nayf, you walked right by me.”
Nayf turned at the sound of Hasuf’s voice.
The man who stood before him had so far undergone four iterations in Nayf’s eyes: first, the kindly old man called Murrabi Hasuf he’d met at the palace in the Chamber of Diwan as a kid, who had later secretly married his grandmother; then as an even older man called the Tangled Servant who’d met up with him after Ngwale was killed and Nayf was alone after escaping prison, who’d then rescued him and Khalda; third, the frail one who needed help in the hive; and, finally, the holy man who was heavy-handed at pushing his spiritual ideology on others.
Now this installment of the old man shattered each of those other versions.
His hair, that previous curly mass, was short and coiffed in one of the styles Nayf had seen in auras of Upper Earth citizens: shaved at the sides and back, the top center-split and straightened to fall like drapes over the shorn parts. He was wearing a purform coverall—and Nayf could tell it was not a knockoff. A dark mustard color, it picked up the golden flecks in the old man’s eyes and for some reason made him appear younger.
Even his beard was trim and fashionably edged, squarish.
Chameleon. The word came unbidden into Nayf’s head. A chameleon is adept at changing to suit circumstances.
To fit in with surroundings.
As Nayf touched a hand to his heart in traditional Lower Earth greeting, as they climbed into the air carrier, as they strapped in, Nayf told himself assertions to remove the discomfort at this unnerving change in Hasuf.
The old man is only trying his hardest to get me a meeting with the council.
He was a part of Nene Nushba’s Chamber of Diwan and is used to interacting seamlessly with Upper Earth.
And, Nayf, you, too, have changed your appearance to fit in with Upper Earth.
But, another voice whispered, you’ve kept your shawl. As a reminder of who you are. People can still see, at a glance, your allegiance.
The entire journey up, he took quick glances at Hasuf now and then.
It was as he suspected; there wasn’t a single remaining trace of Lower Earth in the man.



The air carrier drifted up through a circular portal on the Rim and rose and then hovered until the portal below closed, at which point the carrier descended and landed.
Nayf looked out the window and saw another carrier in the far distance doing the same. Yards away, a third carrier was parked on a landing circle, and he realized there were additional portals dotted every so often.
When he slid on the air filter mask the pilot handed him and stepped out, two things hit him at once: everything—everything—was a dark gray metal, bordering on charcoal.
And he was standing on a rim before a fortress.
He didn’t have a fear of heights, but he wasn’t keen on backing up to check what was beyond the edge behind him; it must be a sheer drop to the planet below, of which he’d been able to see the greens and blues through wispy clouds, even as they reached the underside of Upper Earth.
Instead of behind and down, he looked forward and then up, way up, at the stupendously high, utterly dark gray wall that also seemed to go on for miles on either side.
There were no windows, no doors set in it.
If the message to be sent to visitors was impenetrable, the delivery was successful.
Beside him, Hasuf leaned over and, perhaps due to the pronounced silence that surrounded them, whispered, his voice gravelly through the mask, “You can’t see from here, but it’s topped with a battlement. This mighty wall encircles all of Upper Earth. And we can take off this mask once we enter. The air is perfectly calibrated for us humans.”
Nayf didn’t nod in response. There was something offensively proud in the way Hasuf had just shared those facts.
As they waited, with no activity around them, the stillness further darkened Nayf’s mood.
Oppressive.
That was the word he was looking for.
Oppressive, impenetrable, dark.
But not the welcoming sort of dark he’d learned to appreciate in prison. That kind of deep dark had allowed thoughts to rise and develop. An intelligent, discerning dark.
This dark here was foreboding, a warning of worse to come.
“What are we waiting for?” he finally ventured to ask Hasuf.
“Scans. They are scanning every inch of us, the pilot inside the air carrier, the carrier itself. They’ve reduced the time to do so, but it’s still a headache,” Hasuf said, sighing. “In your grandmother’s time, we had to stand here for an hour.”
Nayf didn’t know why the we Hasuf had uttered irked him. Why he kept seeing a pompous sort of presumptuousness in Hasuf’s behavior now.
Nayf jumped when suddenly, straight ahead of them, a massive doorway revealed itself.
Beyond it lay more dark gray.
Hasuf lay a hand on his arm. “I should have warned you that happens. I believe they get a kick out of the expression on new visitors’ faces, though.” He leaned in. “I don’t know why I’m moving closer to say this, because it’s futile and they’ll still hear, but another thing I should have told you about before: They can hear everything we say out here on the Rim.”
Nayf groaned inwardly and then, again, let his suspicions run. Why didn’t Hasuf share this vital piece of information before? On Lower Earth?
All right, then. He’d continue his commitment to silence except when necessary. Break it only to deliver his address at the council.
A man suddenly appeared in the middle of the doorway, long white hair center-split, close on his head and then rippling down to his shoulders. He didn’t wear a full mask like them, only a shimmery film molded to his nose and mouth.
Even from yards away, his piercing blue eyes stood out—perhaps because his clothes, a long simple robe with a boatneck collar, were also white.
“Hasuf!” the man cried, his face sporting true joy, like he was meeting a dear old friend.
“Aeon!” Hasuf’s tone was similarly elated, such as Nayf had never heard it. “May I move to embrace you? Or is the scan still in process?”
“We’ve improved since you were last here. It’s been complete for many minutes now. They were simply waiting for my arrival.” The two old men embraced each other. “I wanted to make sure I was here personally to greet you. And…I take it this is your dear Nushba’s grandson?
Nayf nodded and stepped forward. Aeon put his hand out, and Nayf shook it. “I’m Aeon. As head of the council you’ll be meeting with, I want to welcome you and let you know that we’re truly honored that you’re taking the time to visit us.”
It’s not a visit.
Nayf nodded again. If he had to, he’d be judicious about each extra word he used on top of reading the treaty aloud.
He’d be so frugal that he’d keep his words to a mere handful.
“Let’s get you settled, then. You’ll have half an hour to rest up before joining us at our meeting with your emergency presentation, as per Hasuf’s request.”
Walking behind the two men, Nayf couldn’t shake the thought that they walked in sync, like Aeon had come to greet Hasuf many times.
He wished, again, that he had each of Nene Nushba’s records, not only the treaty he carried.
If Nayf had had them, he could have learned the truth about her meetings up here. About how she felt about Aeon.
And, if Nayf had to admit it, especially about how she felt about Hasuf.
Maybe she hadn’t trusted him either.
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RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
A RECORD OF SABOTAGE AT A MARKET
Standing against a boarded-up shop in a dead part of the small market, I’m trying to believe I’m perfectly invisible. Over my coveralls, a fresh navy pair from the carrier case I’d left in the cave, I wear a brown shaggy wool overcoat that drops to my knees, below which I have on tall black leather boots given to me by Hasuf—the old man and I are exactly the same size in footwear.
All this to disguise evidence of my purform clothes.
I tell myself, These layers, this black head cover that covers your face, this unsophisticated footwear, would have made you stand out in Upper Earth, but here no one will look twice at you.
Especially since only your eyes show.
I have to believe I blend in here, that I’ll be safe while Musaid and Nada have time together.
Nada deserves to have her moments of happiness.
In Upper Earth, I always stood out as Aeon’s daughter. Everyone knew me on sight and treated me the exact same way. Reverentially, respectfully.
Now I wonder if they had been programmed to do so.
Their high esteem of me had led to the necessity of me keeping my distance—lest they discover the real me. Who I didn’t fully like either.
Until last night with Nada. Something washed over us. Was it acceptance?
Or, for me, was it simply being here, on Lower Earth, because I also felt some of it in the cave with the others? When we were sitting in a circle. Even when we were at odds, there was a strange sense of…again, acceptance.
Lower Earth.
I cast my gaze around the market. I haven’t ventured out from this spot, afraid of being seen by anyone who could potentially report me to the palace.
Or Papa.
The shops are mostly fresh produce food stalls clustered in a central square, with a few small stores behind them at the edges of the square, selling items such as honey and appliances. There appears to be no organization.
I decide to get a meat tart from the stall closest to where I’ve been standing since Musaid and Nada left me here.
The woman who sells the tarts lets me trade a single hairpin for it.
To my credit, the hairpin has real mother-of-pearl embedded in its design.
I’m looking at a clutter of various water jugs in the shop window behind the tart stand, contrasting it with the precise—maybe cold?—tidiness of Upper Earth stores, when I feel two hands clamp on my arms.
I try to turn, but I feel something sting my upper arm.
The last thing I think is How did that needle get through this thick thick thick—
The last thing I do, before it dropped from my hand, is press Musaid’s comm device—
The last thing I say is “Musaid, I—”
—before I fall into the darkest of darknesses.















14th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
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MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
INVESTIGATIONS BEFORE—
Musaid cast his eyes around the square again. There was no evidence of Raisa in the market, neither out in the open nor in any of the shops. The comm had gone off ten minutes ago, so she couldn’t have gone far.
Apparently, the people he’d asked hadn’t seen anyone who looked like her.
He’d studied everyone’s faces carefully, but they had stared right into his eyes while answering.
Except the woman he bought a bag of strawberry tarts from. She looked down the entire time she moved the tarts into a bag with her tongs.
She didn’t even answer Musaid’s question.
He took the tarts—he’d left Nada sleeping, and she’d be ecstatic to wake up to baked goods in her favorite flavor—and walked across the square to the man selling spiced tea.
“My sister.” Musaid drew his right hand up in the air to indicate someone almost as tall as he was. “She bought some tarts from that cart. I told her to get some tea too. And she forgot.” He shook his head, grinning. “So I thought, I’ll get some extra tarts when I get the tea, you know?”
The man smiled, ladling the hot tea into two clay cups. “For both of you, then?”
“Yeah, two. I’ll still bring her back some.” Musaid laughed. “She didn’t even have anything to carry, except those tarts. Unless she fell for some bargain and is hiding those purchases from me. How can you make your hands too full for tea, though?” He shook his head again.
“I don’t think she had anything in her hands. Unless she bought something from the shop behind me.” The tea seller didn’t look up while dusting the surface of the teas with a light top-up of his spice blend, along with crushed pistachios. “The water jugs.”
“How many would she have carried?” Musaid picked up the clip that held the clay cups together. He was so glad he’d changed out of his purform clothing and now looked like everyone here—except for the palace guards and the one Guardian soldier who stood beside a land carrier. If he’d looked like them, this tea seller would have certainly stayed silent like the others. “Just trying to figure out whether I need to help her.”
When the tea seller raised his eyes to quickly look at Musaid, Musaid added, “In case she needs my help, you know?”
“Five of them.” He stirred the tea. “And there was a carrier. Like the one behind me.”
“Driver? From Upper or Lower?”
“Shadow.”
Musaid almost dropped everything in his hands when he heard that. “Anything else?”
“Bride market is their main industry…I have other, more important customers now.” He smiled at someone behind Musaid, and Musaid got the hint.
He hurried away, but he made what he thought was the “mistake” of looking back.
The tea seller was surrounded by palace guards.
The Guardian soldier stood at the periphery, watching stoically.
But then he suddenly whipped his head in Musaid’s direction and stared him down.



Later, he knew for certain it hadn’t been a mistake to look back.
To see the apparatus working together—Upper, Lower, and shadow—to capture Raisa had changed his life.
Arriving at the road that led to the Titanic to see an emergency vehicle parked, to see crowds gathering and watching from factory windows, to descend the extra-long escalator with a sinking feeling, realizing Nada was not inside the apartment, running back through the halls to retrace his steps, dropping the tea, the strawberry tarts, as he bounded up the escalator to see the emergency vehicle pull away, revealing the aftermath of a bloodbath on the ground near where it had been parked, rushing in front of it to stop it, to hear them say, “Okay, get in to identify the remains”—all of these, they…they didn’t simply change his life.
They upended his life.
No.
They simply ended it.




Part Ten
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MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
TIME TO SAY GOODBYE
She lay still, eyes open.
Her bangs lay straight across her forehead, still as before.
Ponytail in the back, still the same.
He peered at those eyes to see the life in them that should still be there too.
To beg life into them.
His pleading didn’t work, and those eyes lay devoid of Nada.
So he held the hands he’d touched, that he’d felt touch him with desire for the first time this morning, one last time. He looked carefully at the lines on the palms, at the little scar just below the ball and above the wrist that he remembered her getting as a child.
He memorized her stillness.
But when he closed his eyes, she stayed still too.
She didn’t activate into a living being—even inside his mind.
His eyes flashed open to continue studying her, to feed the machine that would keep her alive within him.
It wasn’t working. It wasn’t working.
She was gone.
What Nene Nushba had said when his parents died came back to him. To go on living, you must believe there is no goodbye. There is only Until I see you again.
But he didn’t want to go on living—because he hadn’t been living before.
He’d been waiting to live with his Nada.
He’d waited for years and years, and the moment they came together, only today, ready to not wait any longer, she went.
She left him.
He leaned over her face, careful not to disturb the heavy vinyl sheet that was covering the wounds on her torso and shoulders.
He had to search her face to see where she’d gone to.
The only things he saw with clarity were his tears falling on that beautiful, beautiful face and sliding off the sides as though her skin had turned plastic.
“I’m sorry, but they need to clean her up. Are you doing a regular burial or cremation?”
Someone had opened the door into the room. When? He didn’t wipe any tears; he didn’t fix his face; he knew it was wet and scrunched up in pain.
That would be his face from now on.
The doctor didn’t leave.
Musaid couldn’t even make them out, what they looked like, whether there was one or two of them, nothing, with the way his face was contorted to hold in the swell of sorrow threatening to flood the world.
The doctor cleared their throat. “We need to know whether it’s burial or cremation to prepare the body properly.”
Nene Nushba’s words: Your parents were returned to the earth they belonged to. If Nene Nushba thought this, Nayf would approve of it too. And maybe he would also approve of Nada resting in the Tower of Bones on the same floor as his parents. She had never wanted to be Verg royalty anyhow.
She’d always just wanted to be of the people.
“Burial,” he said, his voice clogged, his grief escaping to fill the room with sobs even as he spoke. “Can I…just have a bit more…time?”
“Two minutes.”
Two minutes until he never saw her again. The only person he ever wanted to see in the world was disappearing from it.
And he had nothing much to hold on to of her. They had spent too much of their lives apart.
Just as Murrabi Hasuf had warned them. The world is harsh. And life is short. We don’t know how many more days we will wake to.
The way this world is, it is best to commit to love more quickly than slowly. Now rather than later. With joy, and not in fear of time running out.
Musaid held Nada’s face in his hands, looked deep into her lifeless eyes, and cried with all the anguish he felt, as though he could bring her back to life by pouring out his regret for the years they’d missed.
His tears weren’t life-giving rain, though.
As he heard the clinic door open behind him, he gently passed his hands over her eyes and closed them to the pain of the life he’d have to continue facing.
Then he gently slipped off the sea-glass necklace she wore. Its red silk threads were speckled with her blood.
Red upon red.
“Until I see you again,” he whispered. “Until I see you again, I’ll never love again.”
Then, for the last time in this world, he kissed her.



Taking the bag of her effects they held out, he turned away before they told him to go. He turned away from Nada, because he no longer had love in his heart.
It had turned into hate.
For the one who had extinguished the sole good thing he thought he’d had remaining.
It was this person who he knew was the real killer of his Nada—even if the police had told him it was some woman with a vengeance.
No, there was only one person who’d wanted Nada hunted down.
Lein.
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RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
A RECORD OF LIVING DEATH
I’m in a room bustling with people.
Busying themselves with me.
Hair being styled, nails undergoing a manicure, face covered in a facial mask.
I try to wrench myself out of the lounge chair, and the realization hits me when I feel the mask being peeled from my forehead and cheeks: My body is paralyzed but not numb.
My head.
Maybe I can turn it away from these fiends chatting and laughing among themselves while painting me.
But I can’t move that either.
It’s like the back of my head is glued to the chair, my eyes the only part of me freely moving.
“Let go of me!” I can talk! “Stop touching me!”
They don’t listen and continue fussing over me.
“Get your hands off my body!” I roar.
With horror, I realize I’m not speaking out loud.
A person with big teeth behind smiling purple lips and small eyes is massaging some sort of lotion onto my lips, and they couldn’t do it with such steadiness if I’d been yelling.
I’m talking in my head.
Someone has done something to me that’s made me lose control of my body, myself. And all these people mill around as though I’m a mannequin they’ve been assigned to prep for a display.
What—who—are they preparing me for? Is it the wedding? To Lein?
Via a PA system, a voice breaks into the room. “They’ve got a garment engineer in for the clothes. She has just arrived and is waiting in the gold room. You heard right: gold, and again, it’s a garment engineer, not a regular stylist, so do an impeccable job, people. This one’s a valuable one. You have half an hour left.”
Valuable?
My eyes staring at the ceiling, my ears ringing with the surge in excited chatter that came from the people in the room hearing the word gold, I scream.
But my tongue doesn’t move even once, not even a fraction of an inch.



“Are you telling me that she’s still on serum? Reverse that immediately.” A woman’s voice is behind me.
I’ve been wheeled into a room that almost strikes me blind.
It’s gold from the ceiling to the walls to the embedded lights. I can’t see the floor. I can’t see anywhere my eyes can’t move to.
I wonder if I’m crying outwardly.
I thought I’d grown out of my tears-and-tantrums-filled childhood, but the terror that has welled inside is gargantuan and has taken over every faculty I have.
Is this what being dead is like? To see but not participate?
Will anyone come to help me? Where is Musaid?
Nada. Nada must know I’m in trouble.
Or is she so in love with Musaid that she’s forgotten about me?
Crying.
That man Hasuf’s words come to me: We breathe. We walk. We fly. We do these things.
Crying is a thing to do. It’s a response to anguish.
I feel something wet slide down my face.
“Ah, I think the serum is wearing off.” A face pops up above me and interrupts my view of the ceiling. “They removed the patch, so you’ll be yourself in two minutes or so.”
I study the face, because it’s the most beautiful face in the world.
Because it is Dame Kizuwanda. Dark brown skin; big brown eyes lined in shimmery green on the top and bottom; and full lips, natural but glossy. Long, thin braids that start as cornrows hugging her head and then run like rivulets around her face as she gazes down at me with affection.
As soon as whatever has pulled the plug on my faculties wears off, I’m going to get up and hug her so tight.
Dame Kizuwanda puts a finger to her lips and indicates behind her, raising her eyebrows. She mouths, We aren’t alone, and then speaks aloud. “I’m Kizuwanda. My name means ‘the last-born child.’ Let me get that out of the way, before you ask. I’m your garment engineer, granted the prized spot to dress the most valuable bride ever ready for the market. That’s you, my girl.”
She glances behind her and straightens up. “They’re gone. To repeat, my name is Kizuwanda, and you’re Raisa. Your name means ‘leader.’ Your mother named you that because she is a leader herself and hopes you’ll take after her.” Dame Kizuwanda smiles hugely at me and begins hand stitching a piece of red fabric into a roll. “I’m your garment engineer because I stun-gunned your assigned garment engineer to get to your side. Because, thanks to your concern for me, Naglaa smuggled me down in her air carrier. She shot back up to Upper Earth right after she took you and Nada to Ullula, as soon as Lein let her go. She had cats to deliver to the best care of their lives on Upper Earth, and Naglaa is serious about cats. And then, on the trip back down, she rolled me on board with an exotic animal someone wanted to release back to Lower Earth wilds. Raisa, I was in a cage with a mountain lion. A mountain lion. But before you cry, I’ll let you know he was sleeping when we rolled on board; they’d tranquilized the poor thing, and none of the scans found me because I was wearing the best deadsuit in all of history and all of the future! Designed and constructed by me, Kizuwanda, the last-born child.”
Sensation is returning to my hands, and I begin twitching my lips to try to smile back at Dame Kizuwanda. To smile at the story of Naglaa rescuing her, of Dame Kizuwanda’s brave escape from Upper Earth.
I attempt to open my mouth. “Whaa am heerr?”
“Let’s wait until you’re fully free of morph-para fluids. I’ve never been under like that, but I hear it’s worse than death. To be alive while dead.” Dame Kizuwanda begins humming as her needle weaves in and out of a new piece of red fabric she’s picked up and then stops. “Now, I’ll have to hold them at bay for an extra hour or so. I brought the dress I’ve been prototyping when I learned you were in danger down here, but it’s not complete. All those ALIGN alerts about you had me going wild with worry! I’ll have to be clever to ensure you have everything you need. And there’s nothing I like better.”
She picks up her humming again.
“Thank you,” I say, relief flooding every pore of my body as my mouth forms words. I try moving my hands…they lift, and then I’m raising my arm, slowly, like it’s waking from slumber, but I can control it with my own mind. “Thank you for helping me.”
“That’s why I’m here. When they took your red scarf off you and it stopped moving on my log, I knew that meant trouble. I had stitched a tracker into the cloth. Okay, let’s get you up.” Dame Kizuwanda puts her stitching down and holds out her arm, crooked at the elbow. I clutch it, marveling at the way my fingers curl around the older woman’s wrist. Then I swing my legs over and struggle to sit before flopping forward to hug Dame Kizuwanda.
After a quick hug back, she eases me up again, and I see the whole of the room.
Is this a hallucination? Every single item in it is gold—except for myself, Dame Kizuwanda, a large black carrier case, and the blue stretcher I’m sitting on.
And except for a shimmering dress flung on the chaise, which appears unnaturally, vividly red due to its backdrop: the floor, the console table, the chaise, the cushions, the coffee table, the lamps—wall sconces and standing ones—the accessories, the art, several dress forms, containers with scissors, pencils—everything else—is gold.
“Horrible, isn’t it? I’m sad to say this part of the Grand Market has bad taste. They interpret everything literally. Like, premium brides for the market are supposed to be treated as ‘gold,’ hence this is the dressing room they offer.” Dame Kizuwanda shakes her head, disdain causing her nose to scrunch up.
“What for the market?” I frown, and find myself touching my forehead. There are lines rising above my eyebrows, in the space between my eyes, actual lines made by my skin folding in response to my mind’s annoyance.
I can make lines form on my forehead.
Even though every word coming out of Dame Kizuwanda’s mouth is worse than the previous one, I feel strangely ebullient.
Nada: If you can count five blessings before you even open your eyes to the morning, your day has already been made.
Me: I am in control of myself. I am in control of myself. I am in control of myself. I am in control of myself.
I am in control of myself.
“You, my dear, have been plucked to be presented at a market where women are auctioned as brides. It is disgusting; it is heinous, horrendous, and all that your mother is fighting against. But you need not fear.” Dame Kizuwanda, now snipping threads from a seam of the red dress fitted on a golden dress form, to add a pocket, draws herself taller. “This dress isn’t just a dress but…” She looks up at me with a sneaky smile. “A weapon.”
I lean forward and listen.
I am alive, in mind and body.
Hope remains.
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LEIN OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF HOW THE END BEGAN
Lein was trying his hardest not to smile.
So he looked down studiously at the instructions coming to life on the surface of the table. He’d seen the directions too many times to count during those moments he’d sat as his drunken father’s proxy on the council, but now he pretended to be engrossed in the details on how to cast a vote…how although each of the seventeen members has equal weight, the five permanent security council members have veto rights, and Aeon, as the chief guardian, the endorser of decisions, can, if necessary for the common good, override majorities; on some vital occasions, even such decisions can be reversed, but only if enough members petition—
Okay, whatever, he’d stop feigning interest in ALIGN protocols and would just make Nayf squirm now…Lein looked up and cocked his head to study his cousin, who’d finally taken his eyes off the pages he’d finished reading aloud several minutes ago.
It was time to let Nayf see how funny he looked standing across the huge round room at the gap in the circular Council of Guardians table, directly across from Aeon, who sat in the middle of the horseshoe. Nayf, so earnestly clutching the “treaty”—four sentences outlining neurotech boundaries, securing “brain rights,” allowing freedom of conscience and thought and bodily autonomy.
Lein flashed Nayf a smile. While it was mostly intentionally smirky, it was actually also flecked with a bit of respect.
His cousin had transformed in prison. From gangly to muscled, almost as tough as him. Nayf stood tall and strong, with his legs apart and broad shoulders held back taut, even as he bit his lip—an old habit that revealed his nervousness.
Lein almost burst into laughter on sighting the wool shawl Nayf wore around his shoulders. It looked old. And the purform suit under it was such a bad knockoff, Lein marveled at how hard it must have been for the others on the Council of Guardians to not snicker outright.
Who in the vast universe told Nayf he had a chance to present a treaty to ALIGN?
Who are these whisperers always disrupting Lower Earth?
Feeding them odd aspirations?
Lein knew someone had influenced Nene Nushba into believing she could lead Lower Earth into a different sort of relationship with Upper Earth than the council wanted. He also knew the treaty was a mythical joke. There was no way Upper Earth would have entered into it. It was the very antithesis of its reason for being: peace.
The whole purpose of the Enlightenment was to prevent war.
War broke out when people disagreed on the terms of the organization of their neighborhoods, their societies, their cities, their worlds.
Take disputes away, peace reigned. Not having the ability to regulate people’s views—as Nene Nushba suggested—was ultimately preposterous.
Lower Earth could run as well as Upper Earth did if they, too, believed that. If only Lein could take Nayf on a tour to show him how smooth and civilized this place was, maybe his cousin would understand this as well.
Even the manufacturing here was clean and efficient; locally made meant no air pollution from transporting products like on Lower Earth, whose populace still ferreted around goods on ancient vehicles.
Sure, most of the materials and raw goods came from Lower Earth—it was the planet after all—but the systems to transfer those products and produce up here worked so well due to the cooperation of the Bridge, which was essential to advancement: cooperation for mutual benefit.
Lein caught Nayf’s eyes and returned his glance with a nod.
Nayf looked away so fast, it was like he’d gotten burned from Lein’s glance.
Lein’s smile froze, then slipped.
Burned.
His gaze shot down to the screen on the table, but his brain had already dunked into that memory.
No. Don’t go there. Don’t think of what that bastard did to you.
Hung you out to dry and then cut the line when you reached out begging for help.
How he saved Nada and himself. And even Musaid.
And left you alone with your father, to take the blame for the fire.
Don’t do it. Don’t think about it. Don’t don’t don’t think about—being burned alive.
[Do you agree to start an investigation into the possibility of a prior treaty with Lower Earth?]
Lein stabbed [NO].
Then he kept his eyes on the screen until the results popped up.
[YES: 8. NO: 8]
All eyes went to Aeon.
“What a historic day. Although I did vote, in replacement of Wilfred, recently deceased, we have a tie.” Aeon swiped the air. “As you can see in the protocol in front of you, in such cases, we can ask respected members outside our council to partake in the voting process. I would like to propose that Hasuf, the learned Hasuf, participate. Here’s a quick vote on that proposal now.” He moved his fingers, tapping the air, and [Allow Hasuf to have voting rights for this session?] popped up on Lein’s table.
Never. Hasuf had been Nene Nushba’s right-hand man.Maybe he was the whisperer of preposterous policies like “brain-rights” back then. And now.
Lein stabbed [NO] again.
[YES: 15. NO: 1]
There was a murmur throughout the council, and Lein refused to look up, fury beginning to percolate within him on the council’s strange insistence to offer politeness to Nayf’s stupid treaty presentation.
Aeon had gone oddly soft and had even pardoned Nayf on behalf of ALIGN—which meant on behalf of the palace, too, the way the new world order was.
That Nayf was no longer a fugitive had already been announced on Lower Earth.
He’s back to being a member of the royal family, in line for the throne.
Lein had already been sent the auras of people celebrating in villages and towns.
It must be that old man, Hasuf. He’s got Aeon’s ear. He loves Nayf and his late grandmother.
And who loves you? a voice whispered in Lein’s ears. Not even your fiancée.
Everyone turns into your enemy eventually.
“Let’s redo the vote so that it will log into the system as one voting session.” Aeon swiped and tapped.
[Do you agree to start an investigation into the possibility of a prior treaty with Lower Earth?]
[YES: 8. NO: 9]
Lein finally looked up. Hasuf voted against Nayf.
Hasuf looked unperturbed. He exchanged glances with Aeon, and Lein sat back, impressed. Maybe there was more to the old man then he’d remembered.
He felt good enough to look at Nayf again. After all, victory was a great equalizer.
But his little cousin was already gone from the council chamber.



On his way to the Rim to board his parked air carrier, Lein got the message he’d been waiting for.
Your Highness, your bride awaits.
Now he burst into a real grin. He’d arranged for Raisa to be taught a lesson. If she wasn’t going to be his bride willingly, she would become his under the most humiliating circumstances.
Today was a mighty good day.
His enemies were turning new leaves.
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KHALDA OF LOWER EARTH:
RECORD OF THE LAST RECORD-KEEPER
Khalda lay the woven mat in the area of the cave where Hasuf hung his clothes to dry.
There were two reasons to sleep here tonight. First, you could see the almost perfectly full moon through the oval-shaped opening at the edge of the sloped ceiling.
And second, Absr.
Right when they’d first arrived at the cave, Nayf had introduced Eyas to Absr and Absr to Eyas, and ever since, the bird flew in and out of the opening in the drying room and returned at night to sleep in a corner of it, beak tucked into his dark plume.
This was everything to Eyas, who now lay curled against Khalda, sucking the middle three fingers of her right hand as she drifted off to sleep, half-closed eyes still fixed on her bird friend.
When she’d first encountered the fingers being sucked, Khalda had initially thought of pretending she didn’t see it, but then, remembering the additional horrific details of Eyas’s story Jansu had shared after the little girl had gone to bed early one night, Khalda had smiled encouragingly at the self-soothing.
That the little one, taken away from sources of love as a toddler, had sought and found a way to comfort her own self was heartbreaking.
A fierce sense of protectiveness had set within Khalda.
She would do anything for Eyas. Holding down the fort while everyone was gone, even if that fort was a dark labyrinth of a cave, was not out of her repertoire now.
Bravery was presently not a thing to be mustered for her own self, but for someone else. Someone who’d been isolated and forlorn for longer than she’d been.
Strangely, this purpose, newly awakened in Khalda, was more powerful than that which she’d felt for Nayf. She still wanted to be of aid to him should he need it, but she knew clearly which was a greater priority.
Not which, but who.
After coming to this conviction, Khalda was drifting into sleep, stroking Eyas’s hair, watching the little girl’s shoulders rise and fall in slumber, when she heard a strange sound.
A tinkling sound.
An artificial one.
Coming from inside the cave.
Was it Boston’s remote comm device? Alerting them to a danger he’d scanned at the entry to the cave?
She reached to the head of the mat and checked Boston’s remote that lay there. No. All was well with the robot dog guarding their cave.
Khalda drew herself away from Eyas and sat up. She felt uneasy about leaving the child to go check on the sound, but it wasn’t subsiding.
It was actually growing in volume.
Unceasing, like an alarm.
“Eyas,” she whispered. She gently shook the thin shoulder sticking in the air. “Eyas, sweetie?”
The little girl turned over and ummed. Her eyes remained closed.
But someone else was awake.
Absr’s head was up, beady eyes on Khalda.
Could you ask a bird to take care of a child? Khalda wondered. And if so, how?
She patted Eyas’s shoulder and then stood up. Absr continued to watch her.
She awkwardly pointed at Eyas. And then pointed at herself and out the entranceway to the drying room.
Then she left, grabbing a flashlight and her mesh device from on top of the wooden chest that contained a wild assortment of clothing Hasuf had collected over the years.
The fact that there was only one entrance—that she knew of—to the cave vaguely reassured her as to Eyas’s safety.
The chiming grew louder as she walked by the kitchen part of the cave, then followed the sound into the passage that led to the other chambers.
Nada and Raisa’s room.
It was coming from in there.
But those two had left, had taken off without telling anyone.
Khalda stood with her back to the wall outside their room and listened.
There was no other sound from the chamber except for the chimes.
She burst into the room with the flashlight, moving it around carefully but quickly. Nothing.
Except Raisa’s case.
She left it here? The precious case she held on to even as she moved around the cave?
The sound was coming from inside.
Khalda grabbed the case, set it down, and was relieved to see it unlocked.
The volume of the chimes grew exponentially when Khalda flipped open the case. She moved the clothes around in it and found the culprit.
A mesh device.
Another one? Whose?
Khalda lifted it under the flashlight to examine it. She pressed the center as she’d seen Nayf do to listen to Jansu.
She didn’t say anything, just waited.
“Nada? Raisa?” It was Jansu’s voice.
“No, it’s Khalda.”
“Are you with them?”
“No. Eyas and I are still in the cave.”
“Then why do you have their mesh?”
“It was beeping in Raisa’s case.”
“She didn’t take that thing?”
“It’s still here.”
“Listen, we can’t talk longer, but you have to hide. Take Boston in, remove his batteries. It’s happening. The Enlightenment. They’re going to round everyone up.”
“What about the cave? Can’t we stay here?”
“I don’t know what Hasuf has in there. They’re going to be scanning every bit of the terrain. If he has any technology, it will reveal itself.”
“The mesh?”
“Take yours with you. Leave this one you’re talking through behind. I need to collect it, find those girls, and give it to them. Raisa will be safe due to her status as Aeon’s daughter, but Nada needs to keep in touch when she hides. If you have somewhere you know is secure, free of tech, head there. Before nightfall tomorrow. We’ll meet again as a group some time in the future when it’s safe. I’ll check in with you to share news periodically.” Before he ended the call, he added, “I know you’ll keep that little girl safe. I promised Amira Nushba I would protect that girl always. It was the last promise I made to her before she died.”
Khalda nodded to herself.
She knew where to go.















14th Day of the Month of Graze
UPPER EARTH
GREGORIAN YEAR 2153
NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF TREACHERY
He retraced his steps to the huge atrium they called a waiting room, through which he’d memorized the route to the air carrier rim as soon he’d landed; he was glad his instincts had cautioned him to not expect a successful outcome.
He had heard enough stories from the men in prison to not trust the system. And yet he’d allowed himself to give in to the outrageous sense of hope necessary to come up here to reason with such a ridiculous council—perhaps due to Hasuf’s lecturing. Never again.
But before he left this place, he had to check out a telling piece of artwork he’d seen in a grand hallway off the teal-and-silver lobby.
When he’d entered, walking behind Aeon and Hasuf, a glimpse of the ancient-looking painting had loaded the words rescue and mutiny into his mind.
Something he’d read about.
He turned left now and stood in front of it. Sergeant Richard Wadeson 75th Regiment coming bravely to the rescue of Private Michael Farrell, who was assailed by a number of rebel cavalry, 18th July 1857, India, recommissioned 2123, Upper Earth.
The painting of a man in head cover, with a sword, on a horse, facing a red-coated soldier on foot. Another man stood adjacent to the horse, using the tip of his rifle to push the mounted man off the horse, into his enemy’s hands.
Nayf leaned in closer. The man prodding the man to fall was not dressed like the soldier.
He was dressed like the man on the horse.
“A beautiful painting. A reimagining of that scene, based on new historical data.” Hasuf’s voice behind him. “It hangs here as a reminder to refrain from turning on each other.”
Nayf pivoted. His retort—You mean like you?—never left his lips.
He wouldn’t waste words on this traitor who’d brought him up for a game of some sort. Nayf began walking back to the waiting room.
“If you ever find your grandmother’s records, I urge you to read the chapter that has excerpts from her memory as a young child, learning a tract called The Cave. It may bring relief to your mind.”
Nayf kept walking.
“And I don’t mean the allegory of Plato’s cave that we discussed all together. This is a spiritual passage your grandmother valued and reread weekly.”
Nayf refused to grant the old man even a glance.
Hasuf raised his voice. “Speaking of caves, I bequeath you mine. I am not returning.”
Nayf strode into the waiting room and made his way to the seamless wall that hid the entrance to the foyer. Those doors better open. If they don’t, I’ll kill everyone here with my bare hands, starting with Hasuf.
The doors opened, and Nayf quickened his pace across the large atrium.
Before he crossed the threshold, he heard Hasuf shout, “But don’t hide in there. Leave the cave, or you’ll forget how to love your people.”
That made Nayf turn back. “Because that’s how you forgot to love yours? Upper Earth?”
Hasuf nodded. “Find and read The Cave, my boy.”
Nayf strode out, anger lighting his way toward the darkness of the Rim.
The pilot rushed forward with an air filter mask, but Nayf didn’t even put it on in his swiftness to get back to Lower Earth.
He wanted to leave this place of treachery.



It was only when the air carrier got within sight of the hangar, Nayf’s mesh buzzed. He pressed the button, and an automated voice pronounced three messages from Jansu:
“I don’t know where your sister and Raisa are. They didn’t take the mesh we provided them with.
“There’s evidence Raisa’s been actually abducted. If this gets out to Aeon, there will be hell to pay.
“Haven’t been able to find any trace of your sister. I don’t want to believe the chatter about them being at the bride market. I have to stop looking for a bit, as they’ve stepped up security scans and I have too many things on me. I’m going to go check if the cave can be made secure and take out the innards of my tech. Then I’ll be back to find Nada and Raisa.”















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
LEIN OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A FIRST AND LAST AUCTION
They cleared the way for him down the middle of the Grand Market, on the path that led to the theater that hosted the bride auction. He hadn’t had time to take another shower, to freshen up, but once Raisa came home, he’d let her get settled while he went to get ready himself.
The more time they’d had apart, the more he couldn’t trace the contours of her face in his mind, the more he’d grown mad with desire.
Now he couldn’t remember why he’d been disappointed when he’d first seen Raisa at the Autumn’s Eve Gala, after agreeing to the arrangement Aeon had suggested with his daughter to help merge Lower and Upper Earth.
Now Lein thought Raisa was beautiful.
He stepped out of the land carrier, not waiting for Roma to open the door for him.
People rushed forward, their rudimentary devices out to catch his aura. He moved through the cleared space among the throng to the bride market, somewhere he’d only stepped into once when his father had fallen into some kind of a coma or stupor and they’d needed permission to take him to medics.
Clure. She’d been there. But he, Lein, hadn’t purchased her.
His father had bought her that day.
Lein had released her, sure his father wouldn’t remember her, being unconscious at the moment.
She’d tagged along with him to the medics, wearing her torn white “bridal” gown, obviously hurt in some way.
While in the waiting room, he’d noticed how frail she was. And how, every time he got up to check for any news, she’d gotten up too.
“You can go home,” he said. “Your terms are cancelled.”
She’d nodded but stayed.
When he and his father had gotten into the land carrier after, Lein had noticed she was standing outside the medic’s office, blond hair disheveled, fingers twisting around one another.
Like he used to do when nervous as a child.
He’d gotten out of the car. “Don’t you have somewhere to go?”
She’d shaken her head. “They’re just going to resell me.”
He had stared at her, evaluating. “Do you want to get into the land carrier with us? To go to the palace?”
She had nodded.
“With my father?”
She hadn’t nodded or shaken her head no. She’d looked at the ground and then up at him shyly.
“Get in, then.”



He shook Clure out of his head and took a seat in the darkened theater, making sure to sit far from where he’d found his father knocked out. He crossed one leg over the other and sat back, setting his bidding paddle in his lap.
It was dark enough that he couldn’t see who his competitors were, but he wasn’t scared.
There was no one as rich as him in all of Lower Earth.
Music began, rousing, dramatic.
An announcer spoke, but Lein concentrated on the middle of the curtain so when it opened, he could train his sight on her.
He’d also asked for the spotlight to turn on him so that she could see what a folly it had been to run away from the crown prince.
He would always find her. And bring her back home.
The curtains drew apart.















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A LOSS
He’d been oddly relieved to see that only one bride was listed for sale.
But what if it’s Nada?
Not that he wanted it to be Raisa. He just knew Aeon would come for her the moment word got out that she was here. Nada would be on her own.
The curtains opened, and a girl in red stood there, but without her face showing, a red cloth falling like a rippling waterfall in front of it.
The announcer boomed, “This one is so precious, the dress designer packaged her like a gift. And what audacity, to be all in red!” There were stunned gasps from the audience, along with a few boos and hoots.
No, it wasn’t Nada. Unless Nada was on stilts.
A bidding paddle raised before the auctioneer even began with the starting bid. A voice called out, “Ten thousand.”
Lein.
Lein is bidding on Raisa.
This is another one of his sick, twisted games.
Nayf raised his paddle. In a deeper voice, disguising his own, he called out, “Twenty thousand.”
There was the sound of shifting up ahead, as though Lein was turning back to try to see him.
The spotlight on Lein’s face didn’t help him make out who had bid against him—but it gave Nayf a clear view of his adversary.
Nayf would bid until he won her, whatever it took, and then kill whoever came to collect the money.
He had to free Raisa.
He’d be lying if he’d said it was solely for her benefit—it was also to find out where Nada was.



After almost an hour of back-and-forth, the amount now at one and a half million, Lein stood up. “My entire palace, its contents, its grounds.”
Nayf’s mind scrambled to find what he could offer to counter, while processing that Lein knew that the Enlightenment would wipe clear this debt to the bride market and wondering what grandiosity Nayf could pronounce that, too, would be forgotten tomorrow, when the auctioneer called out, “Going once, going twice, SOLD!” and rapped his gavel on the podium.
Too late.
The curtains dropped, but not before he witnessed Raisa shudder.
Nayf got up.















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A WEAPON, READY
To ease my growing anxiety as I wait for Lein in the bridal chamber, I try to count five blessings again, like Nada.
They bound my hands, not my whole self.
My feet were chained, too, but the heels I have on have blade edges on the inner soles.
I practiced cutting off my ties using those blades with Dame Kizuwanda in the gold room, and now they lie on the floor underneath the hem of my ball gown.
The gown is a knockoff late-nineteenth-century Victorian dress, from when bodices had come back in style, Dame Kizuwanda had explained to me with much relish, and this one had several weapons stitched into it—thin knives, a slim gun that held in the back boning on my corset—and my hair baubles were small grenades with secure clips.
Like the red scarf Dame Kizuwanda draped in front of my face before sending me onstage, the one she’d given me before I left for Lower Earth, that she’d been tracking my movements through, this dress is useful too.
Being led to the bridal bedroom by palace guards, I’d felt like a walking bomb, but Dame Kizuwanda had assured me everything took several factors to activate. “But you need to have your wits about you to use them with purpose, with results.”
As my heels clicked on the marble floors of the palace, I was in disbelief that my first time being in the palace was in this condition.
How strange that the events of the past days still led me to the very place I’d been originally slated to be—that I’d then become desperate to run away from.
On the way over to the palace, I saw the moon out of the land carrier window, through a slit where my red face covering met my headdress, and realized that it was almost Enlightenment Day.
I need to get out before then.
I need to find Nada.
I need to help my friends escape.
Find my mother.
And I know how to find her—



I realized that while standing onstage up there, hearing Lein bid for me. The spotlight trained on me had shone right through the red silk square falling from my headdress, down almost to my waist.
It had been Dame Kizuwanda’s idea. She’d said it was for the drama factor.
As I stood there, fury mixing with a zeal to break out of the ties binding me, I began to see shapes and lines in the silk in front of my face.
They formed something recognizable.
Am I seeing things due to trauma? Did that paralyzing patch they put on me in preparation for the auction affect my mind?
But then I remembered the bracelet in the cave.
Nayf finding the treaty hidden in it, and what the Tangled Servant had said: We store ourselves in secret places…
The scarf had belonged to my mother…
It had been sent up with an order of fabrics Dame Kizuwanda had purchased from Lower Earth. Dame Kizuwanda had sewn in a tracker, but it had another utility she hadn’t known about…
It was a map.
My mother had sent me a map…to find her.
The spotlight onstage had shone through and revealed a path to her.
As the light turned off and the announcer was ending things, I shuddered with joy.
I’ve solved the route for my quest.
Once I escaped and met up with Dame Kizuwanda again, at a point outside the palace she’d drawn for me, I’d tell her I knew that I wore a map on my head.
Then we would set off with Nada to find my mother.



But first I need to deal with the fiend who “bought” me.
When we’d entered the bridal chamber, the guards had turned me around, and one of them had announced, “He’ll be here shortly,” before adding, “and he expressly said he wanted to be the one to remove your veil.”
He wouldn’t last too long after.















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A SWITCH
Leaving the bride market auction before Lein had even sat down after announcing his winning bid had been the key to getting to the palace before his cousin.
Luring Roma out of Lein’s land carrier and punching him until he was knocked out was another step.
Slapping on Roma’s jacket and telling the bride market handlers that Lein wanted his bride to be waiting for him at the palace earlier had been easy.
But then they’d sent two security guards with her. One sat in the front, a trailhunt in his lap.
Nayf had been relieved he’d sent a message asking Jansu to create a distraction for Lein when he left the theater and found his land carrier gone. It gave Nayf some time to ditch the guards at the palace.
On the drive, he’d studied Raisa through the rearview mirror. He hadn’t been able to see her face, but she’d seemed oddly still. “Music?” he’d asked, his voice the same deep as when he’d bid.
She’d shaken her head, the red fabric folds not moving.
“Do you mind if I put something on?”
She’d shaken her head again.
He pressed play. “Some enchanted evening,” a man sang.
A memory tugged and immediately bloomed in Nayf’s mind, of the afternoon in the palace library when he, Musaid, and Nada had played Nene Nushba’s storage square full of love songs and poetry.
Just the other day, Hasuf told him he had gifted it to Nene Nushba.
This song playing now had been on the storage. It was the sort of song Upper Earth would preserve as part of “civilization,” like much of that which was preserved on that glass square.
Had Hasuf been slowly brainwashing Nene Nushba to fall into Upper Earth ways? Without the use of a scalplink? Just by his suggestions and “teachings”?
Nayf shut the music off abruptly as the voice sang, “Once you have found him, never let him go—”
Nayf had wanted music as a way to drown out the fear that was growing like an unnaturally strong vine in his heart, threatening to choke his heart of hope yet again. Where is Nada?
Instead, an innocent-enough song had opened up the question—again—of who Hasuf really was, adding another stress to Nayf’s load.



Moving through the palace to the bridal chamber had only taken a simple sleight of hand—or rather of voice.
Nayf had lowered his head, Roma’s jacket gone now, still in the fake purform clothes he’d worn to Upper Earth but with his wool hood on, and used Lein’s voice to talk to palace staff.
His frame was the same as his cousin’s, and it had been easy to get to the door Raisa was behind.
He knocked.
There was no response. “Can I open?” he asked, still in Lein’s voice.
No response.
He opened the door.
She stood the same as she had onstage, and for a moment he wondered if it was a mannequin here now.
He approached her.
He put a hand out and lifted up her veil.
And at the same time as he glimpsed her beautiful face, he saw the knife rise to plunge into him.















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
RAISA OF UPPER EARTH:
A RECORD OF STANDING ALONE, STANDING WITH THOUSANDS
I stop within half an inch of his chest, staring into soft brown eyes like Nada’s—caught off guard now; they are kindly, caring eyes, and…they are becoming alarmed—and I drop the knife.
What? Why is Nayf here?
“Let’s go?” He steps back. “If you want to? Or do you want to kill me, instead?”
I pick the knife back up, snap it closed, and tuck it into the sleeve of my dress. “How do we leave?”
“The same way we came. I’m the one who drove you here from the market. If the guards hadn’t been sitting there in the car with us, we could have left earlier.” He pauses. “We’ll have to find a new route out, though. They closed that road after we drove in, due to the crowds filing in. There are people everywhere waiting for the Fledgling to speak to them. Thousands, outside the Rabaa Gate to the palace. It’s unbelievable.”
I swallow on hearing that. They are still running with that lie? How many people are falling, would continue to fall, for ALIGN’s tricks? “What about the people at the palace—the guards, the servants—how will we get through them?”
“We run.” He holds out his hand and turns toward the door. “Without heels.”
“These are killer heels.”
“Then hold them in your hand.” His hand remains out. “And hold mine. So that we arrive at the same time.”
I step out of the heels and lift the skirt of the dress. I bunch it under my arm, holding the heels by the straps, and…shake my head. I can’t get the image of thousands of people looking for hope out of my head. “Take me to the people instead.”
He drops his hand and pivots to me again. “What do you mean?”
“If they’re gathered, waiting for my return, I need to address them. I want to stand on the platform Lein built for me in order to lie to Lower Earth, lies fed by Papa, and tell the truth. I’m not going to slink away into the night, not going to stay on the outskirts of this…” I look at him squarely, still marveling at my ability to communicate, to speak the words I want to say, not the ones I’ve been trained to. Marveling at being in control of my thoughts. “Revolution. I want to be the Fledgling. A Fledgling, like the murrabi said. And I want to do it wearing red.”
“You want to start the second revolution is what you’re saying.” He’s moving to the wardrobe, not looking at me any longer. “You want to strike a match to the powder keg.”
“What are you doing?”
“Changing into Lein so that I can take you up there. He’d never wear the clothes I have on right now.” He turns to me, and I see his eyes are changed from those I saw in the cave. There’s some trust there now. “Where’s Nada?”
“With Musaid. I wanted to give them some time together. She doesn’t know anything of what’s happening.”
A purform outfit in hand, along with black boots, he moves behind a changing screen. “Then let’s let her not worry herself. Her entire life has been trying to find the match to light the world, and now she can rest. Thank you for stepping in.”
“Thank you for not resisting my stepping in. I know you have a different opinion.”
“That opinion has changed.” He stops speaking for a bit and then emerges wearing a black purform suit. “I just returned from my first trip to Upper Earth, my first meeting with the Council of Guardians. I’m not averse to overturning the new world order.”
He holds his hand out. “I touch you for no reason except speed. The palace is going to be aware of the lay of the land very soon.”
I have a million questions about his visit to Upper Earth, about Papa, really, but I put my free hand in his.
We run, Nayf modulating his strides to match mine. I come to his shoulders.
Like I come to Lein’s.
We run, and when we get to the bottom of the stairs, there’s some stirring behind us, but we don’t pause to check what it is.
I don’t want to open my heart to fear.
As we near the double doors off a black-and-white tiled hallway, Nayf slows down. “I parked the land carrier outside my favorite place in the whole palace,” he whispers. “The library. I’ve read every single thing in here.”
I’ve never heard anyone say anything with such quiet passion, and as he opens the double doors with a flourish and steps inside, holding out his hand to help me in, I think that’s when I first feel it.
Something skipping in my heart for this person I tried to kill.
I’m led into a huge darkened room with lights out, but the moonlight coming in through the large French doors reveals an empty room except for low lounge chairs in the center and a tall, long, narrow table at one end.
Nayf stops, becomes quiet. “This is not what I remembered.”
We hear footsteps approaching. He pulls me to the French doors, and we step out.
I follow him to the carrier outside.
We fly through the palace grounds in the land carrier. Nayf tells me he’s cutting a path to access the Rabaa Gate from the side.
We see the platform as we approach; it towers over the trees, white and gold.
I think of how I’m doing this on my own, not having any feeds from Papa or Alet or ALIGN dossiers to lean on, to ensure I’m successful, and the old thoughts rise—you’re the odd one out, too many emotions; you’re not capable; you’ll fail at this.
It feels again like I can’t see beyond the darkness closing in. How will I climb that platform with strength, with conviction—only to stand apart, again?
What if it’s to lead the people gathered out there, everyone, to failure?
But then something else comes back to me, somethings.
That moment in the gold room at the bride market, when I regained the ability to communicate—when I realized the marvel communication of any kind truly is.
Even simply frowning.
And the marvel of being unprogrammed. The marvel of tracking your own thoughts, arriving at your own beliefs, seeing for your own self what the truth really is.
I think about what Nada told me, about how Nayf tends to see darkness ahead, while she lets gratitude light her way forward. Everything can be lit by the sun in your heart, she said.
My heart is not there yet, but I imagine Nada lending some of her light so that I can climb in the dark. To address those awaiting the Fledgling.
I imagine her with me; I imagine her spirit rising up to the platform like she promised she would.
I pretend her aura is standing with me onstage. Another Fledgling.















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF A SPARK ONSTAGE
The palace guards let Raisa rise up to the stage without any issues after casting a quick glance at Nayf and his Lein-like nod.
Though he’d promised Raisa that he’d be at the ready to be her getaway driver, Nayf climbed a third of the way up the gilded steps so that he could check the crowd.
Thousands and thousands were gathered in the road leading to the Rabaa Gate, spilling out at the sides into the fields on either side, even into the forests edging those. Some had climbed trees and were waving placards with the word Fledgling written on them, others were carrying placards with images of a veiled girl with feathers on her head tilted away from the viewer, and still others with images of Raisa looking straight ahead, feathers rising from her scalplink.
The crowd came alive and roared with a multitude of voices, and Nayf looked up to see that Raisa had stepped forward. She held up a hand, and the people quieted down, though a few voices could still be heard. “Fledgling!” “Salvation is coming.”
“I am Raisa. Though I was born on the Bridge, I am not a daughter of it. Though I lived on Upper Earth, I am not a daughter of it.”
“Daughter of Lower Earth!” someone shouted from the audience.
“Though my mother is from here, I’m not a daughter of Lower Earth either.” The crowd went silent. “I’m a daughter of Earth, home of all peoples, an Earth that bore everything we subjected her to until she could bear it no longer. On Upper Earth, the Great Catastrophe is our earliest lesson. We learn that humanity sat by bewildered and cowering as the Earth’s sores burst, as she threw up the toxins forced on her, drilled into her veins, thrust into her organs. That the air grew grimy as she convulsed in pain, such pain that humanity finally understood she’d been alive all along and had suffered much.”
Nayf saw that the crowd was unprepared for the direction of Raisa’s speech. The surprise on their faces was turning into confusion.
“But what we didn’t learn is that some were able to flee from the destruction they’d helped bring forth on Earth. That that pillaging was left for others to clean up and deal with. That the riches sucked out of the earth went elsewhere, fed those far away, that they supported the beautiful and perfect order we, supposedly civilized people, had on Upper Earth. High away from the chaos we’d left behind after the plundering and the exploitation. Dear people of Lower Earth, I am with you. I disavow my Upper Earth status, for they are the monsters! For they have created the hellish conditions on Earth here!” Her voice rose with passion. “Of course when there are only a few crumbs left over for so many, conflict arises, exploitation thrives, fair and just systems never develop. Of course tyranny rises—because it is encouraged to rise.” Raisa paused after emphasizing the last line. Then she repeated it. “Tyranny rises because it is encouraged to rise!”
Where had Raisa learned Ahraar views about the state of the world? From Nada? Nayf tilted his head. Her hand was going to her head. There were feathers in her hair. He tilted his head back farther to see.
A scalplink. She had a scalplink on.
He resumed climbing, worry alighting in his brain.
“To manipulate Lower Earth into continuing to serve Upper Earth, a family was installed to oversee you all, to keep you subjugated, to ensure the interests of the powerful were met—not your interests. This palace is an arm of everything that keeps you down! And now they want to knit you into a system to prevent you from rising up for your rights! The only way to stop the tyranny is to stop the Enlightenment! Stop the colonizing of your minds, the surveillance of your thoughts, the tightening of your freedoms!”
Nayf paused to watch as Raisa pulled off her scalplink and cracked it in half. “Salvation is coming! Stop the Enlightenment! Free yourselves, Fledglings!”
The crowd went wild, single cries of “Free yourselves, Fledglings!” began, and then more voices joined and it became a roar, accompanied by an extraordinary sight: feathers flying in the air as people threw off their fake scalplinks.
Another roar. Raisa had begun waving her red scarf. “Remember who you are and use it to resist! Resist! Revolt!”
In the lull, someone shouted, “Restore!”
Nayf smiled. There were some members of the Ahraar in the crowd.
The crowd chanted, “Resist, revolt, restore!”
A gunshot rang out. A palace guard in a watchtower farther up the gate had his gun pointed at Raisa.
Heart thudding, Nayf scrambled up to try to reach the platform, but she was at the top of the steps, looking down, smoke already rising from the bodice of her dress.
“I’ve been shot, but my dress—the whole top is bulletproof. Let’s go! You won’t be safe up here!” she yelled down to Nayf.
They fled down the steps.
They reached the ground only to see palace guards storming their way.















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
RAISA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF THE START OF THE SECOND REVOLUTION
I pull a bauble from my hair and slow my pace. Nayf does, too, looking back at me confused.
I slide a clasp off the bauble, and the lid pops off. Dame Kizuwanda said I had three minutes to throw it, after which it would not detonate on impact, having “lost its fizz,” as she described it.
I’m more than ready to throw it.
If I lit the match on the revolution, then I’ve signed up too.
I fling the grenade behind me and pull Nayf with me through the field to the awaiting land carrier.
He guns it as we see some palace guards running from the explosion at the foot of the gilded platform—right into their land carriers. By driving parallel to the road along the gate, we make it to a part of the forest that has a trail that Nayf tells me joins the main road up ahead.
It can’t be good that we’ve lost sight of the palace guards—they must be regrouping for a roadblock or some kind of precision pursuit—but I don’t let myself worry about that now.
I’m still processing seeing the strength of the people out there. They came for one reason, what they thought was the right one, but they upheld the cause of freedom after all.
I’m grateful. And feeling free for the first time in a long time.
Maybe for the first time in my whole life.
I turn to Nayf at the wheel and give him directions to where Kizuwanda said she’d be waiting—with my boots, my Hasuf boots!—to be picked up.
He turns to me and another first occurs: We smile at each other.
And I dare to think that maybe people can love me for myself.
Nada does.
Even after she saw me vulnerable in the forest, the opposite of the “valuable” Papa said people needed me to be for them, she still loved me.
Such a joy fills me that I feel safe enough to open the windows to the autumn night air.















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
LEIN OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF MY DEMISE
He could not believe the auras he was sent from his people at the Rabaa Gate.
Raisa—in red—on the platform he’d built for her, driving the people on with cries of revolution.
Resist, revolution, restoration!
That was not Raisa. She’d been brainwashed.
And now, in his bedroom, the ties that bound her at the bride market lay cut on the floor.
They were the only things that remained of her. His fiancée.
He ran down the stairs and out the front door.
Nayf had come to steal Raisa, to use her for his revolution, and Lein was going to track them to the ends of the Earths.
He’d ask for it to be programmed into Lower Earth scalplinks at the Enlightenment Centers, that Nayf was declared an unpardonable enemy of the general public of ALIGN; Aeon would agree—of course he would. His only daughter actually kidnapped this time?
It would only be a matter of time for them to be found.
Nayf had wrecked everything good in Lein’s life.
He wasn’t going to wreck this.
Lein went into his garage and selected his favorite land carrier to drive solo. It was a vintage sports car, its speeds not permitted on Lower Earth’s rutted roads.
The laws didn’t matter anymore. They never had for him, for his father, but now everyone would understand why he needed to blaze through the land.
Once he found them, he’d kill Nayf in front of Raisa.



He spotted them almost immediately.
They had slowed at the side of the road.
He peered: Were they getting out of the car?
Two figures moved away from the parked car, toward the forest.
Ah. So they’re supposed to meet someone.
Maybe the garment engineer? The one the guards caught on her way out of the Grand Market?
Let them search in vain for someone Guardian forces have in their care now.
Lein didn’t smile at this, though. He wouldn’t smile until Nayf’s breath was extinguished. Until Raisa was in his car.
He gunned the land carrier, and the two figures, bigger now, stopped moving, turned and saw his car, and then suddenly ran to their parked vehicle.
It shot off.
Good, let them be filled with alarm.
Let them feel fear when they see me coming.
The gap between them closed. The landscape—the sky so close to dawn, with a robust gold moon hanging low and the rolling blue-tinged hills—had never looked this good before, but Lein kept his gaze squarely on the black land carrier up ahead.
His own carrier swiftly moved up on them, and Lein let himself relax his shoulders, imagining Nayf’s frame of mind now.
Nayf knows this car’s specs.
Nayf knows he’d never outrun me.
Nayf knows—
Suddenly, from the woods, a large pickup truck rolled out, heading straight to the road in front of him, between him and them.
He pressed the accelerator. But the truck squealed to a stop right in the middle of the road, and as he tried to slow and swerve to go around it, it moved forward and back, revving its loud engine.
He stopped his carrier, left the lights on, removed the handgun he’d thrown in the passenger seat, and got out. He pulled the gun up and pointed it at the dark cab’s window. “Move!”
The truck’s cab door opened.
Musaid stepped out. He had a trailhunt strap swung across his chest, the gun on the back, and now he crossed his arms.
“Hey, UM, did you hear me? Move!”
“You can shoot me. It’s still won’t prevent what’s coming your way.”
“What the hell are you talking about, tool?”
“I knew you’d chose that carrier. The Roadster. Just in case that wasn’t so, that I didn’t know you as well as I thought, I got Qasam to help me fit out a few of your other carriers too. I just had to wait until you showed up at the garage. I didn’t know if it was going to be today or a week from now, but I told myself to always be ready.” He held up a little remote, and a bracelet that was wound several times on his wrist slipped down his arm a little. “The trigger.”
Lein lowered his gun a fraction and then pulled it back up. “I’m going to shoot now. Tell me where. I don’t want you dead, because I like using you, UM.”
“I don’t care if you kill me! You killed her, so send me to her!”
“Who are you talking about?” Beyond Musaid’s truck, Lein saw that Nayf’s carrier had slowed and was now doing a U-turn. Why?
Killed who?
“You know who!” Musaid spit out. “Say her name!”
Now Lein lowered the gun. Only one person’s condition would mess Musaid up this much.
“Nada?”
“Why act like that? Like you don’t know anything?” Musaid started sobbing. “Why?”
Lein saw Nayf’s carrier was now speeding back toward them. Are they coming for Musaid?
“I didn’t—”
Lein never got another word out after he heard the hum of the explosion starting.
He ran.



Part Eleven

















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
RAISA OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF THE DEATH OF A FLEDGLING
The sky above the road in front of us is brightening, but there is nothing to see up ahead. No towns, no villages, no speck of civilization.
Even the forests, the foliage, the yellows, the oranges, the flames are thinning out.
It feels like it is only us left in the world.
Us.
A different “us” for me than before I landed on Lower Earth.
I try not to think of who it comprises of now. Who else is here besides me, Nayf, and Musaid, following the route we’d mapped out based on Musaid’s careful study of my scarf and a paper map.
Try not to think of who else is in the back of the truck.
I also try not to think of who we left on the side of the road.
As Nayf and I were fleeing from Lein, I’d recognized the truck that had come barreling out of the forest to stop Lein—“It’s Musaid’s,” I’d screamed. “Nada and I rode in it this morning!”—we’d immediately turned back to reach Musaid, fearing that he and Nada would get hurt.
Instead, we’d witnessed the explosion.
An explosion that engulfed Lein.
Musaid had jumped back in his truck and driven away from it, toward us.
We’d ditched our land carrier in the forest and joined Musaid in his. After the first few minutes of silence, after the uncomfortable realization that Nada was not in the truck, we’d begun talking all at once until we learned where exactly she was…shrouded in the bed of the truck, awaiting burial.
Musaid had cried so much, saying, “I didn’t want to do it alone!” that Nayf told him to pull over.
Nayf had taken over the driving, and I’d lain across the back seat and stared at the ceiling of the truck cab, seeing bits of Nada playing out like auras. Then I’d cried quietly, one hand still clutching my heel straps on the floor, the other hand lying across my eyes.
Musaid had sobbed long into the night, but Nayf had stared straight ahead at the road. A few times, Nayf had muttered, “We have to bury her soon. I don’t like her lying in the air like that,” and I’d thought about Nada saying We’re parts of one soul.
His soul had known hers needed to rest.
As I lie weeping now, thinking of this, of what it feels like to be unmoored when half of yourself is gone, I hear a “whoa, whoa, whoa.”
I sit up.
Guns drawn, an entire army faces us.















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
NAYF OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF RETURNING BROKEN IN HALF
Nayf rolled the truck to a stop. A rusted old sign said NAMARAX WOMEN’S PRISON.
After a long minute, the army parted and a woman strode forward.
She was petite with brown skin, wore a brown leather jacket over green fatigues, and walked with purpose. The back of her head was covered in a red silk head wrap.
“Come out, all of you.” Her voice carried.
Nayf opened the door, but Musaid remained inside. Raisa did, too, sitting up in the middle of the back seat, her chin resting on the back of the bench seat up front.
Nayf turned to her and then swung his head to Musaid, who stared grimly ahead. “Come out. I don’t want any trouble. We need to get somewhere soon to bury Nada properly,” Nayf whispered.
“Don’t talk. Out,” the woman commanded. She stared in Musaid’s direction, which was odd, as the windshield was pretty tinted. “You too.”
Musaid remained unmoving.
Nayf got out, raising his arms above his head. “He’s just suffered a loss. He’s still in shock.”
“Are you an Upper Earther? Or trying to be one?”
“No, ma’am, I was born Underground, raised on top of the ground, and had never been to Upper Earth before today.”
“Why were you up there today?”
“To deliver what I thought was a treaty.”
The woman lifted her head back and laughed. “All right, you’re okay. If you’re so naive as to think they’d honor a treaty, you’re a sweet boy. Put your hands down.”
Nayf dropped his hands.
“Who did your friend lose?”
“My sister.” Nayf looked down. This woman, if she was indeed from the prison, would maybe know of her. “Nada.”
The woman’s face visibly changed, her mouth slackening a bit. “How?”
“Someone shot her.”
“Where is she now? And the one with her?” The woman held up one hand, turned her head slightly, and raised her voice to carry back behind her. “Tell them to hold fire on Upper.”
Nayf froze. Who was this woman?
“Her body is in the back of the truck.”
The woman lowered her eyes, an unmistakable look of sadness crossing over her face.
She’s a woman who cared about Nada.
“And the one that was with her?” Such hope filled the woman’s voice that Nayf drew in a breath.
This was Raisa’s mother.
He went to the back door and opened it.
Raisa stepped out, a vision against the dusty, rocky terrain of yellow mountains and the hazy early morning sky, and slowly turned around to face the army.
At the sight of her daughter, the woman burst into tears.



Nayf and Musaid were given new clothes, their own shared cell with a shower across from them, and freshly cooked food.
The whole prison was under Raisa’s mother’s leadership now; the only three who resisted—two guards and the warden—were dead, buried by the other prison guards.
But, as Nayf remembered from Jansu, it wasn’t just the prison she commanded, but most of the revolutionaries too.
She’d directed them from the safest place in Lower Earth to raise an army. Her name was Salwe.
And since their trio had arrived, she’d not stopped holding on to Raisa.
Tonight, after sunset, they’d bury Nada, she’d said. In a spot far from the “unnoble” three who had died fighting Salwe at the prison. “Nada fought for the right side,” Salwe had said.
But first, she’d given Nayf a chance to read Nada’s records of her early life.
And Nayf, still numb, had asked if he could share them with Musaid.
Now he watched as Musaid lay on his bed, Nada’s old records held above his head as he read slowly, a smile lighting his face sometimes, brows knitting sometimes, laughter erupting sometimes, and then tears. He wore Nada’s sea-glass necklace as a bracelet.
He’d told Raisa and Nayf about finding it bloody; he’d cleaned it and would never let go of it, he’d promised.
Nayf lay on his own bed, avoiding thinking about Nada, thinking about how he was back to where he’d started this journey: in prison.
He’d returned.
I’m here because I promised Nada I would finish what she started.
But now he was with people he felt he could trust. Like Musaid. Raisa.
And maybe her mother.
The alternative, to believe she was the monster Jansu had made her out to be, meant going out there, taking another route.
He would observe Salwe carefully. He would be on alert.
And there was a new library here. He’d have somewhere to escape to.



He suddenly took a huge gulp of air to stop the sob arising from deep within him and sat up.
Nada.
She’d said that he always found a way to solve things.
And he had.
But not this.
He hadn’t been able to solve the problem of the world. And she’d died.
He buried his face in his hands and heaved.
He felt a hand on his back and then arms encircling him.
He and Musaid cried together.



The library at Namarax was bigger than the one at the men’s prison. And it had more desks.
At one of them, in between two bookshelves, Nayf pulled out a chair, placed the parchment he’d requested on the surface, grabbed a slim book of Emily Dickinson’s poems, and sat down.
Nada deserved some words said at her funeral. Some of her favorite ones and some he’d written just for her.



The sunset sky was red and pink, inflamed, angry that a young girl was being buried as five people watched.
Raisa had changed into fatigues, too, brown ones, and stood by Salwe, head lowered. Murda, Salwe’s right-hand woman, loomed tall over the scene, her face full of sorrow.
Nayf read Nene Nushba’s favorite poem, “Hope is the thing with feathers,” which Nada had loved, too, and then took the slip of parchment he’d tucked into the book he’d read from and recited,
My wish had been to dig a shovel into the sky,


Hurl clouds out of the way,


To rest your soul at the highest points


You deserve,


But then I know a soul is never buried,


It is filled with light and truth and the love you had


It only expands and rises


Nayf paused and took a breath.
You are carried within always, but you are also around us forever.


Raisa held out Nada’s records and looked at Nayf, and he nodded but pointed at Musaid with his head, and so she turned to him with the records.















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
MUSAID OF UNDERGROUND:
A RECORD OF THE TRUEST EPITAPH
Musaid took the records Raisa held out. The Records of Nada Verg.
He knelt down and placed them in Nada’s grave.
Her record should be buried with her.
It showed how beautiful her soul was. How she saw the good, and how she processed the bad, her regrets, her hopes.
Everything she had done and said was all that mattered in the end.
Her record should arise with her soul, like Nayf had recited.
He took the shovel, and when Nayf nodded, he began dropping soil on top of her silent shrouded body.
His tears mixed with the earth as he spread the final bit of soil and as he bent to smooth it out. He lay the parchment Murda had given him, with the epitaph Nada had recorded for herself, on top of the grave, and Nayf pinned it to the ground with a stake he pounded down with the metal of the shovel.
She lived in search of truth. Her wish was to die on the path of justice, standing together with unseen ones.
Salwe’s voice suddenly broke their silence as they read Nada’s words. “They’re arriving.”
Musaid looked up along with the others and saw the astonishing scene.
Five huge white air carriers, so huge they could see them this far away from Verg, descending from the red sky.
“The Enlightenment Centers,” Salwe announced. “Let’s get inside. They’re going to fan out over every speck of land, rounding up everyone.”
“How do you know…Mama?” Raisa said tentatively, to which Salwe hugged her daughter to her side.
“I love hearing you say that. Mama. I’ve waited for a decade for it, but it felt like a thousand years, so say it with strength, not tentatively. I love you.” Salwe pulled her into a full hug, and Musaid noticed Raisa’s shoulders shaking lightly as she cried.
That’s exactly how Musaid felt—like he’d waited a thousand years for Nada.
“I know because I saw it happen on the Bridge.” Salwe started walking ahead, Raisa with her, Murda alongside, but Musaid caught some of her words before they faded. “Back then, there was only horror as people buzzed around, uncertain of what was to come. But I was an engineer, and I knew about organization, about the need for a structured, methodical response…”
Musaid stood with Nayf for a few moments more, and then Nayf put an arm on his back and they, too, went back to prison.
He hoped it wasn’t figuratively for him too.
For his soul to be imprisoned by the anger that had built up inside, brick by brick.















15th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
KHALDA OF LOWER EARTH:
RECORD OF THE LAST RECORD-KEEPER
It had been hard for Eyas to leave Boston, but once Khalda had explained that Jansu said he’d reunite them all again—their whole group, including their dog—the little girl had stood by and watched as Khalda pulled out the robot’s battery, as he’d shut off, his limbs folding down completely.
They’d placed him in the drying room, their favorite room, and then Khalda had picked up the handles of the cart that she’d gone to get earlier.
It had still been where she’d dropped it into the leaves when she’d met Nayf for the first time.
That felt like ages ago, but in truth, it had been just over a week since.
Now Eyas sat on the cart, beside a few things Khalda had bundled into some clothes from Hasuf’s trunk. Kitchen things, memory things, Raisa’s carrier case if she needed it, some food foraged from around the cave, as well as some of the meat Hasuf had dried.
Khalda pushed the cart forward this time, not pulling it behind her, careful of the cargo on it. Absr flew above them, ever watchful.
The rising sun slowly revealed the land below, and it had never looked more beautiful, the light greens amid the brilliant yellows and rusty oranges and browns.
She filled her soul with it, highly aware it might be awhile before she saw such a view again.
She took a moment to pause and point out where they were headed to Eyas—the tiny patch in the forest—and that’s when she noticed it: a curl of smoke on the road running through the woods.
As they descended the hills, keeping close to the trees, she saw the form of a figure lying near the woods, yards away from a charred land carrier frame.
Someone may need help.
But she had to take care of Eyas.
When she got on flatter terrain, she quickened her movements, pushing through the woods, toward home.
When they finally arrived, Khalda swung open the door to the house she’d shared with her parents and brother, that she’d spent eight years of loneliness in, and took everything off the cart, including Eyas.
Then she methodically moved the items to the room underneath, which was still untouched, the lights of which turned on with no problems when she reconnected them to the underground generator and pulled the chain hanging from the ceiling.
She sat Eyas down on the mattress and crossed her own legs to sit across from her. “We are safe here. This is like the cave but even more secret. No one will see us here; they didn’t find me for eight years.” She smiled at the girl reassuringly. “But there’s someone hurt near the road we saw. Do you want to stay here and wait, or do you want to come with me to check on them?”
Eyas looked around at the room, unsure.
“I can bring Absr here, if that would make you feel good?”
Eyas nodded and pointed her finger at the floor.
“You’re going to stay here, then? With Absr?”
Eyas nodded.



She turned the body over.
The skin was burned from the chest to the base of the neck. It was peeling and bleeding in some places.
She unbuttoned the bottom of the shirt they had on. What?
The scars of old burns were evident on their stomach. How many times has this person been burned?
She picked up their hand, bubbling with swollen skin, and put a finger to their pulse.
They were alive.
She got up and rolled the cart close, assessing the best way to place the wounded person on it without injuring them further.
Get the wheels off the cart.
Roll the body in the sheets she’d brought.
Then roll the bundle onto the flat top of the cart.
Fix the whole cart again, lifting one corner at a time to fit the wheels back on.
It would take a while, but this terribly injured, scarred soul needed her help.
She might have to risk a trip back to Hasuf’s cave to get the books she’d seen in his niche on first aid, on medical injuries, on anything related to health, and pick up some more of his herbs, maybe some cotton shirts she could cut into strips.
She was ready to take that risk to nurse this poor soul back to health.















16th Day of the Month of Graze
LOWER EARTH
LUNAR YEAR 1579
JANSU OF LOWER EARTH:
A RECORD OF THE END OF THE ATTEMPTED SECOND REVOLUTION—THE BEGINNING OF WAR
Through the oval opening in the drying room of the cave, one arm around a deactivated Boston, Jansu watched the massive Enlightenment Centers looming large as they descended.
He’d read about how it had happened on the Bridge, but to now see them fill the sky…his whole body seized immediately with dread.
He wondered if he’d made a mistake in breaking away from Anton and the hive.
Now he was alone during the horror to come.
But then he remembered what was worse than being alone: being pulled up and down on puppet strings.
Nayf had given him updates through the mesh, and they were each horrific, especially the one about Nada’s death, but the final one was truly terror-inducing.
The three of them, Nayf, Raisa, and Musaid, were with the queen.
And now…
The war between the Engineer and the Architect has begun, and there are now more sacrificial pawns assembled around the queen.
Pawns like Nada.
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KHALDA:
RECORD OF THE LAST RECORD-KEEPER
On the floor of the underground room, Eyas played with Absr using the alphabet cards Khalda had made for the girl.
Recently, the girl had taken it into her head that she would teach Absr whatever she’d been taught. She chirped, pointing at the cards, and Absr tipped his head as though studying the black markings that indicated letters, and sometimes he even chirped back.
Khalda leaned against the wall by Sorrow’s bedside, smiling at the scene.
She didn’t know his name, but he’d pointed at the alphabet cards in the order of S-O-R-R-O-W when she’d asked him what she should call him.
Of course he’d be in sorrow.
While he was, through her tender care over the past two months, on his way to recovery, there had been nights upon nights of unceasing pain, the following days of which she’d tried to administer every preparation in Murrabi Hasuf’s books that promised pain relief.
None of them had worked.
His upper chest was still bandaged, as were parts of his hands and arms, up to his left shoulder, and one side of his face, the other side simply blistered.
Then one day, horrifically, that part of his face had fallen. Without warning, the skin had begun peeling, simply rolling off, revealing flesh from the outer corner of his left eye down to the side of his mouth.
She’d cried that day, because he’d cried. Silent tears, not the kind that he’d shed while in pain.
These had been tears that said, What else is to come?
In response to the unspoken question, she replied the assurance she’d often heard from the Tangled Servant: “What is coming after is better for you.”
They’d gotten through that hardest part of his healing. Thankfully, his pain had begun to gradually subside after the first month.
And now, this week, he was asking for her to read to him more from the unfinished records that lay in scrolls in piles on the metal shelves across one wall.
Today, they were beginning a new one.
He patted the spot next to him on the mattress with his hand wound in Hasuf’s old shirts that Khalda had ripped into strips, boiled, and dried before dipping into ointment made from honey and crushed turmeric root.
She sat down, careful not to touch him.
Once before, when she’d turned a page, her hand had bumped into his arm, and he’d groaned in agony.
She’d agonized and immediately moved to the floor, to her mat, where she slept with Eyas.
She’d stayed there for days.
When he, with the deep well of sadness in his dark eyes—eyes that followed her as she spent her days taking care of him and Eyas—had begun inviting her back, she’d listened, while making sure to keep a big gap between them.
She didn’t know his story, and she vowed to herself that one day when he was ready, she would record every bit of it, but she did know this: Sorrow was someone who’d suffered much. Someone despised and tortured. If anything gave him a bit of happiness in his state, she would do it.
Khalda now straightened the parchment stack in her lap and, turning to Sorrow, smiled at him before taking a deep breath to read the title, The Day the Architect Met the Engineer
When she looked at him again, she saw a beautiful sight.
He’d smiled back at her—the corner of his right eye, the unburned side, crinkling.
She read to Sorrow.
THE DAY THE ARCHITECT MET THE ENGINEER

SUMR ALMARADY’S RECORD, AS RECORDED BY ARIA

Grandfather told me there would be a group from Upper Earth visiting our facility today. He reminded me to make sure I had my fake scalplink on at all times. I hated wearing it, especially when I was in the lab with goggles on. The rest of the students had safety wear that snapped to their fake links. I was old-fashioned, I guess.

And also unEnlightened, as Grandfather preferred for those of us working with him to be.

So I wasn’t wearing it when the door flung open and this guy with a lot of golden-brown hair and bright blue eyes was pushed in, laughing, while voices shouted, “Go on, kiss a Bridgie.”

I paused working on the circuit board and lowered my tool. There was a cluster of other guys, each around my age, at the door.

“Er,” the guy inside the room said, looking at me. “Sorry, I’ll get out of here.”

“No, you won’t,” the boys outside the room said. “That’s the deal of initiation: collect a kiss from everywhere we say.” They suddenly slammed the door, and there was a sound of a lock turning. Through the inset window, one held up a key on a ring and dangled it. His voice came muffled through. “We’ll open up once you secure the kiss.”

“They’re going to be standing there all day, then,” I said, using a steady hand to fit a chip in. “And exactly where did they get those keys?”

“Snuck it off the Imprint doing sanitation.”

“I don’t approve of stupid hazing rituals.”

“I don’t either.”

“What schooling?”

“Architecture.”

“Upper, I assume.” I cast a glance at the cut of his purform clothing. We didn’t get their styles until at least a year later.

“Yes.” He crossed his arms. “But we’re here because my friends—”

“Friends?”

“They wanted me to give them a tour of this place.”

“Why?”

“I’m apprenticing with Almarady. At his Woven Optogenetics Linking Facilitation lab.”

“My grandfather?”

He dropped his arms and raised his eyebrows. “Your grandfather?”

“Welcome. This is where you’ll be spending most of your days. He only goes to the WOLF lab occasionally.”

The door flung open. “Hey, what’s going on? Where’s that kiss?”

“Just leave already. She’s my mentor’s granddaughter.”

I stared them down. “You heard him, get out of here.”

He followed them out but turned back at the door. “I’ll see you in a few days, then.”

A month later, I gave him that kiss.

But not to prove anything to anyone. It was only for us, me and Aeon.

He was the first Upper who told me he wanted to learn how Grandfather was developing the method to unknit scalplinked people from the system. Aeon disagreed with the Council of Guardians’ decree for the Bridge, that we were not to be granted the ability to unknit at will—which was exactly Grandfather’s reason for resigning from his Guardian seat on the council, on behalf of the rights of residents of the Bridge.

There was an uproar when people first found out this irreversibility clause, and the knitting process—after the elites on the Bridge were already in the system—was paused. Aeon told me he was one of the junior members lobbying the council to implement the same scalplink tech on the Bridge as Upper Earth had, but he believed that it was more important to continue developing unknitting capabilities should the council not accept the Bridge’s request to remove scalplinking at their discretion.

While living with us, Aeon slowly begun learning from Grandfather the complex code of unknitting, while we fell in love. He proposed to me after a few months. I became pregnant with Raisa, and we made a decision to ensure she would never be knitted into the system, not even temporarily.

When Raisa was eight, what Aeon had predicted came true: The council decided that all of the Bridge would be knitted irreversibly due to the increase in those protesting the scope of ALIGN.

By then, a mini revolution had started with a few of the Enlightenment Centers sabotaged and people rescued in the midst of optogenetic processing. Masses of people gathered, including many from Lower Earth who came to support us, to prevent Guardian forces from landing on the Bridge to enforce compliance.

The council brought one of their mottos alive: “No force will be considered exorbitant to deal with those who continually attempt to upend the peace of our universe.”

And that is exactly how they dealt with that first revolution.

They began aerial sniper attacks, strategic precision bombing, carpet bombing via drones, everything and anything to eliminate the threat of “brutes,” as they designated us, and once the rebellion leaders and active resisters were killed, Guardian forces were dispatched all over the Bridge to ensure adherence.

The Bridge was conquered.

People were rounded up to be forcibly knitted after undergoing psychological processes to extract their will—except those of the Bridge who went into hiding on Lower Earth and those fortunate enough to escape in air carriers, mostly elites who were already knitted. (Or appeared to be knitted, like Grandfather and me and my best friend, Kizuwanda.)

Every single unfortunate soul that embarked on the waters surrounding the Bridge drowned at the hands of ALIGN.

The day I left, I drowned too; while it was figuratively, it resulted in several deaths at once: my world, my heart, my hope.

I drowned because I discovered the murkiness of the water I’d lived in, the extent of treachery I’d lived with.

It started at home when I found out Grandfather was gone, nowhere to be found, his office in disarray; he was sure to have been removed or eliminated by ALIGN. His entire body of work was missing, no trace of it remained, no backups. The ability to unknit lost—except what remained in the memories of those who worked on the project. Those who actually survived.

And the worst was yet to come: As I raced to where I was to meet Aeon and Raisa at our designated carrier on the Bridge launch site, I saw the carrier lifting into the air, Aeon holding our daughter’s hand, looking down at me.

They weren’t moving toward Lower Earth.

Aeon had stolen both my daughter and a future free of oppression. He had apprenticed with Grandfather to steal his work, to make sure it was never brought to light, that it never helped those under the tyranny of ALIGN.

I will never stop working until I bring his world down. Even if it burns all the worlds.

A bird released from a cage has a worse life than one caged its entire life—for the past trauma of a bird set free will affect its remaining days, will cage its soul in bars unseen.

No better days lie ahead, and the only way forward is war.

The collection of records will give us the intelligence necessary for a strategic war, especially through key intelligence from strategic people.

I tattoo these into my arm:

“By our records, shall we resist.”

“In our past, we find our future.”

And then one more, higher up on my arm, above them.

“And a Greater Catastrophe is yet to come.”




Sorrow made a sound graver than any he had ever made before, and Khalda gently set aside the parchment with Sumr’s record, forehead scrunching in horror at what she’d been reading and now deepening in worry for Sorrow’s health.
He lifted his stronger hand and pointed in the direction of Eyas, at the carpet in front her, his eyes activated, eager.
“The alphabet cards?” Khalda asked. “Do you want to say something?”
He nodded.
Khalda gathered the cards and laid them out on the floor near his cot, in alphabetical order. She got a fresh parchment and pen ready and waited until he began to point while Eyas pulled out the letters he indicated; then Khalda recorded.
When he finished, he looked at Khalda expectantly. She held up the parchment, and Eyas stood to peer at it.
“Do—” The little girl paused. “Anee—” She paused again and looked at Khalda like she’d given up.
“—thing for better days ahead,” Khalda finished slowly, pointing at each word. “Do anything for better days ahead.”
Sorrow nodded. And pointed at himself.
“We each have to do anything for better days?”
He shook his head. And whispered something so low that she couldn’t hear, but his lips formed a word that spoke clearly. Me.
“You’ll do anything for better days ahead?”
He nodded and smiled.
It was a sad smile but big in its reach, and watching his eyes soften as he turned his smile to Eyas, who was reading the parchment with his words out loud over and over to Absr, Khalda suddenly understood what it meant to care for another so much it hurt.
She loved Sorrow, because…despite his pain, whatever his past pain was, and his unbelievable pain now, he was still moved to try.
Even while suffering, he wanted to do something. She reached out her hand and tenderly placed it in his bandaged one. His fingers wrapped around hers, and his gentle eyes moved to meet hers.
“And I’ll do anything for better days, too, Sorrow,” she whispered.
He squeezed her hand softly, and in the slight increase in strength, she felt hope.
Even deep in hiding from a world gone mad, she simply had to believe better days did lie ahead.
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“Khalda picked her pen. She had the time now to press play on the recordings she’d made in the cave, to read the accounts Jansu had collected from his stealth meetings with Nayf, Raisa, and Musaid over the past few months, which he then ferried to her. She had time to begin to read that which Sorrow painstakingly and privately wrote of his past, sitting at a desk by his bed, a thick stack of his records collecting in a leather folio he kept under his mattress, that he said he was ready to finally share with her.
She had time to start the records of the second revolution, now underway on Lower Earth.
I swear to you that I am the record-keeper of the second revolution, one of the seven who sought refuge in the cave.

My deepest hope is that you’re reading this when there is no longer peace in the world…







A Notice for the General Public No. 4501:

Amir Gauis Found Dead, New Amir Named

From: ALIGN Council of Guardians

To: Residents of Lower Earth

In the lead-up to the newly announced date for Enlightenment Day, delayed yet again because of continued agitation by brutes, Amir Gauis was found deceased at the Grand Market while on a personal excursion.

Per Verg royal family protocol, due to the assassination of Crown Prince Lein by the brutes last year, his cousin Nayf has been declared the new amir of Lower Earth.

As communicated previously, Amir Nayf has been in hiding since he participated in the act of sedition at the Rabaa Gate, which paused the Enlightenment.

ALIGN awaits his emergence from hiding; all connections to the Rabaa Gate incident, which resulted in the start of increasingly violent protests by brutes, will be pardoned if he should return to the palace and assist in the investigation of the still-missing daughter of Chief Guardian Aeon Freelund as well as the investigation into the assassination of Crown Prince Lein.

Should Amir Nayf remain at large, ALIGN reserves the right to appoint a new amir immediately to oversee the Enlightenment process.

Chief Guardian Aeon has put forward a candidate for approval by the council, Hasuf Mukhtar, who has had numerous years of experience serving as advisor to several Verg palace leaders and who served, previously, as a key participant of Building ALIGNed Networks, a project that prepares Lower Earth populations for acceptance of Enlightenment ideals and values.

It is expected that this notice will be spread far and wide, in hopes that it reaches Amir Nayf; the Council of Guardians expects that Amir Nayf will welcome his responsibility as the new leader of Lower Earth and disavow all ties to the brutes destroying our world.

ALIGN looks forward to working with him to secure a more peaceful future.

















ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Thank you, Allah, for sustaining me. Thank you to my family, especially Bili, for rooting for Fledgling from the beginning until the end, and for her brilliance in solving a story snag I couldn’t untangle for months; Jochua, for consistently being my sounding board and my first reader of the final draft (and for saying I should write more SF/F—you don’t know how much that meant to my imposter-syndromed-self); Hamza, for listening to chapters-in-development and reassuring me I still knew how to write; my parents, for consistently (A) checking in to make sure I “was focusing” and (B) keeping me and my writing in their duas; and my husband, for his unceasing belief in my abilities. I wouldn’t be putting another book into the world without your loving support, Jez. Thank you, Lijun, for the inspiration and motivation to keep going through the hardest parts of writing this book.
In the book world, thank you to Aisha Saeed for reading iterations and for your always-cherished input (and always-cherished friendship); London Shah, for reading the very first draft of Fledgling so long ago and writing me pages of in-depth notes to make sure I avoided new-to-writing-sci-fi pitfalls (you are graciousness personified); Aaisha Alvi and Safiyyah Kathimi, for being the best cheerleaders someone could ask for (love you both so much); Sabaa Tahir, for guiding me when I started plotting and when I slumped midway, and also nearing the end (let’s say there was a lot of slumping for which I always knew I could reach out to the beautiful Sabaa for help with); Shannon Chakraborty, for sharing her outlining methods when I began this project; Jamilah Thompkins-Bigelow, for being there for sisterly gut checks; Nevien Shaabneh, for your friendship; and Huda Fahmy, for being Huda Fahmy.
Thank you to my agent, Sara Crowe, who was the first publishing professional to root for my writing. I’m so fortunate to have your caring heart and brilliant mind in my corner.
Thank you to readers, new and old. Old ones: Wow, you followed me into a new genre—I thank you for your bravery. Please excuse the murders.
Thank you to the Kokila and Penguin teams for launching me into a new space with love and support. I’m so excited to be working with such an enthusiastic group of book lovers on this duology, and for all that is to come, insha’Allah. Thank you to Brian Luster for casting your sharp, guardian-like eye over each of my novels thus far.
And finally, I left the most important person to thank for this project last: Zareen Jaffery, you made my debut, Saints and Misfits, sing; you made Love from A to Z roar; and you took this book when it was a fledgling concept and gave it the guidance and freedom to take flight. Now, as we release another book into the world together, I’m so happy to be standing by your side once again. Bismillah, may our Fledgling find its home in readers’ hearts.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
S. K. Ali is the author of several books, including Saints and Misfits, a finalist for the American Library Association’s 2018 William C. Morris Award and winner of the APALA Honor Award and Middle East Book Honor Award; and Love from A to Z, a Today Show Read with Jenna Book Club selection. Both novels were named best YA novels of the year by various media sources including Entertainment Weekly and Kirkus. You can find Sajidah online at SKAliBooks.com and follow her on Instagram @SKAliBooks, on TikTok @SKAliBooks, and on Twitter @SajidahWrites.




 What’s next on
 your reading list?
Discover your next
 great read!


Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.
Sign up now.
_148396024_


cover1.jpeg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

S.K. ALl

Ly





images/00011.jpg
FLEDGLING

THE KEEPER’S RECORDS OF
REVOLUTION

BOODOK NE

S. K. ALl

Kokila





images/00010.jpg





images/00002.jpg
Penguin
Random House
PENGUIN YOUNG READERS

0






images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg
| |GN





images/00007.jpg





